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Discussions of Indian children have commonly been constructed as issue-based, 
with a focus on problem categories such as ‘street children’, ‘child labour’, ‘child 
prostitution’, or ‘children of commercial sex workers’. Accounts have thus tended 
to submerge their everyday lives. This thesis, by contrast, explores in depth the 
everyday lives of pavement- and slum-dwelling children as experienced by 
themselves. Recognizing childhood as a social construction and children as active 
agents, this study adopts an ethically sensitive, rights-based participatory 
methodology in order to examine their own perspectives, experiences and actions, 
through which they construct their childhood, independent of or in relation to 
adults. This study was conducted in Nabadisha Centre, a unique collaborative 
initiative between a non-governmental organisation and the local police in 
Kalighat, Kolkata. The children who attended the Centre were either living with 
their parents on the pavements around the Kalighat Temple, or came from a 
nearby shanty slums where living conditions were among the worst in Kolkata. 
 
My study shows that in spite of the challenges they face, these children are not 
passive sufferers. Rather, with varying degrees of help from parents, NGOs, and 
their own self-developed support networks, they manage to create for themselves 
semi-autonomous childhoods that demonstrate a blend of fun, imagination and 
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EXPLORING THE CHILDHOOD OF PAVEMENT- 




Ever since I was a young girl growing up, I have seen children living on the 
pavements and shanty slums of India. In spite of seeing them frequently and 
routinely on the traffic junctions on my way to school or outside the temples, 
markets, or outside our estate, they remained unnoticed in my developing mind. 
The first time I ‘saw’ those children was an encounter of chance. While pursuing 
my undergraduate degree in Botany at the Delhi University, I volunteered for the 
National Social Service Scheme and was fortuitously assigned to teach in one of 
the city slums. During the one year volunteering programme, I soon lost most of 
my interest in plants as my interest in the lives of children living in adverse 
conditions grew.   
  Initially, I was uneasy being around the group of twenty-five children that 
I had been asked to teach. Their remarkable motivation to learn and 
inquisitiveness however made it a thoroughly enjoyable process. I suspect that I 
gained more from that one year experience than the children probably did. It was 
to become a turning point. After the programme ended, I would often find myself 
reflecting about the children. They appeared intriguingly similar to me in ways I 
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hadn’t expected and impressively different in many other aspects.  It was these 
reflections that lead to a greater curiosity and interest to gain a deeper and broader 
understanding of their lives, culminating in this doctorate work. 
           During my fieldwork in Kolkata, I came across many children who were 
living in harsh conditions. The following excerpt came from Rani1
These days we are four of us in my family, my mother, elder brother, 
younger brother, and me, the youngest of our family. When I was four 
years old, my family consisted of six people, my father and grandfather 
were alive back then. My grandfather used to work as a clerk in 
Government College and my father worked as construction labourer. My 
mother would take care of us and three of us were going to school. At that 
time we lived in a slum and our life was going smoothly. All of a sudden 
my grandfather passed away. After this incident my father became 
alcoholic. He stopped giving money to my mother. That broke our world. 
My mother was forced to work as domestic help in the nearby apartment. 
She was struggling to make both ends meet. But my father would come 
home drunk, and ask her for money. If she didn’t give him money, he 
would sell the utensils from the house and would beat her cruelly. We 
were somehow still leading our life but one day our slum was evicted. We 
were forced to move out. We found a place in Sonarpur but it was very 
difficult for my mother and for us to commute everyday. We had no 
money for bus fare. And then my father passed away. Our life was 
completely shattered. My mother fell sick after that. My elder brother had 
to drop out from school and start a job in a factory. I started working as 
kajer lok (domestic help) in the same house where my mother worked. My 
younger brother started to work in a newspaper stand. The three of us are 
managing to survive. We have now shifted further away from Kalighat 
area and live in a small bustee
 (12 years old) 
who worked as a domestic helper and lived with her mother and two elder 
brothers in a slum near Kalighat area. 
2
 
 which is extremely dirty. I have managed 
to study and work. I study in class five. It takes a toll on me. But I know 
for my family’s better future I need to get a good job. I want to be a 
teacher and help everyone. I especially want to help children whose family 
members are alcoholic. I have gone through this embarrassment. And this 
motivates me to do better in life. 
                                                 
1 All the names used in this thesis are pseudonyms. 
2 The term bustee is often used interchangeably with slum. 
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This conversation stayed in my mind because I was impressed by her 
courage and hardship. I kept thinking about her attitude towards life and how the 
children were surviving it even in spite of facing difficult situations. Therefore, I 
decided to explore in greater depth the lives of children like Rani, who was living 
in a slum of urban India.   
          The aim of my thesis is to explore the everyday lives of pavement- and 
slum-dwelling children, viewed through the experiences of the children 
themselves. In South Asia, children have frequently been studied under problem 
groups such as ‘street children’, ‘slum children’, ‘child labour’, ‘children of 
commercial sex workers’, and ‘child soldiers’ However, this perception needs to 
be examined since children have multiple dimensions of their realities and hence, 
it would be unfair if we solely focused on the basis of their problems. To gain a 
better understanding of their everyday life, my study has focused on children’s 
own views about their life, the meaning of education and work to them, their 
social and support networks and future dreams. Respecting children as social 
actors in their present lives, I have tried to examine the ways in which they 
influence their social circumstances as well as the ways in which they are 
influenced by them. I show children as making meaning in social life through 





1.2 Conceptualization of Childhood: Review of Some Theoretical 
Perspectives 
 
The social study of children has undergone a fundamental change of perspective 
over time. Historically, children were conceptualised as being reliant, deficient 
and immature beings whose significance lay in the future they represented. 
Hence, although present in early anthropological and sociological studies, they 
were mainly only in the background. This approach was critiqued by socialization 
theory which focused on the influence of culture in shaping individual 
personality, thoughts, and perceptions. Both these approaches failed to see the 
child as existing in the present instead; they focused on what children are to 
become. Since the 1970s, there has been a noticeable shift in studies of childhood. 
Children are now seen as active social actors whose perspectives and views 
should be taken seriously. This new theorization has been given impetus by the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) which came into 
action in 1989. It is made up of 54 legally binding articles which aim to protect 
and promote children’s rights in the fields of health, education, nationality, and 
the family. Following the UNCRC, many researchers have engaged in a rights-
based approach to childhood which has recognized the importance of children as 
agents and informants. The current thesis is influenced by this new paradigm 
which is ‘child-centered’ or ‘child-focused’, as I shall discuss in detail in a later 
section. In order to give an overview of how children have been conceptualized in 
social studies, I discuss some dominant theoretical perspectives below.  
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1.2.1 Developmental Approach to Childhood 
The fundamental idea underlying this approach is that childhood is a natural and 
biological developmental stage that each person passes through prior to attaining 
adulthood. Jenks writes that the metaphors used in discussion about children are 
all about growth: “ Childhood is spoken of as becoming, as laying the 
foundations, taking on, growing up, preparation, inadequacy, inexperience, 
immaturity, and so on” (Jenks 1992). These metaphors for childhood suggest that 
the markers of adulthood are universally based on attaining of maturity, 
competence, experience and rationality.   
Societal notions increasingly began to distinguish between childhood and 
adulthood from the late 19th century. This was termed as the ‘child-saving era’ 
and child advocacy movements flourished with society transforming children 
from property to the embodiment of salvation of society. There was development 
of institutions and fields of studies dedicated to issues of childhood, such as 
developmental psychology, early childhood education and paediatrics (Takanishi 
1978). Until the 20th century, childhood studies almost exclusively were 
conducted by the disciplines of paediatric medicine and development psychology 
whose primary objectives were related to their growth and development.  
           Prout and James (1997:10) theorized that the child development model is 
in essence an evolutionary one which states that “the child developing into an 
adult represents a progression from simplicity to complexity of thoughts, from 
irrational to rational behaviour”. This perspective was influenced by the concepts 
of unilinear social evolution which was a dominant paradigm in the nineteenth 
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century in which civilized societies were believed to develop in a linear fashion 
from precursor primitive savages. This model considered non-industrial societies 
and their socio-cultural practises to represent developmentally backward states of 
human development. Edward Tylor, an influential social theorist of the 19th 
century argued that he could apply “the often repeated comparison of savages to 
children as fairly to their moral as to their intellectual condition” (Prout and James 
1997:11). Children were hence also used as metaphors to characterize primitive 
societies as their naturalness, irrationality and simplicity were equated to that of 
savages who were at an initial development stage on the way to civilisation, 
similar to children growing up to become competent and rational individuals.  
The idea of childhood as a stage both physically and cognitively was 
systematically developed in Jean Piaget’s theory, which was dominant in child-
development approaches, and provided more sophisticated version of ages and 
stages model.  According to Piaget (1932), development unfolds naturally and 
universally. Children’s behaviour and social skills were believed to follow on 
from biological and psychological growth. While children are active in this 
process, meaning that they adapt and make sense of their environment, their social 
acts were seen as a relatively fixed and stable backdrop. It has been suggested that 
Piaget’s focus was on the individual child, and not the social context (Morss 
1996:5). Piaget’s model begins from the birth of the child through to mid- 
adolescence. The early sensorimotor stage emphasizes that the child draws on his 
or her physical and sensory experience to make sense of the world. Gradually, as 
the child grows older, this early exploratory period gives way to cognitive skills 
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that are more abstract and three dimensional. By children’s early teens they are 
capable of much more abstract reasoning, meaning children can theorize and 
hypothesise about their environments and the worlds of other. These stages are 
based on the physical and mental ability of children to acquire understanding, 
master symbols, and solve problems. It is important to state that this theory 
presupposes that all children will go through these stages in a predetermined way. 
Piaget believed that the process of development is ‘invariant’, meaning children 
could only move in one direction and had to go through each stage before they 
reach completion, although the rate at which each child proceeds through these 
stages may vary (Biehler 1981). The Piagetian model hence presents a neatly 
structured development process through which children eventually achieve 
operative intelligence that marks adult rationality.  
           The Piagetian model however, was criticized on two grounds. It focussed 
on an individual child’s mastery of the world in his/her own terms. Even when 
others (parents, teachers, and peers) are taken into account, the focus remained on 
the effect of various interpersonal experiences in individual development. Another 
limitation of the Piagetian model as well as the child development approach was 
the overwhelming concern with the endpoint of development or the child’s 
movement from immaturity to adult competence. In such a conceptual scheme, 
children were seen as marginalized beings whose social interactions are not 
perceived as meaningful in their own rights but only as precursors of adulthood. 
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1.2.2 Culture and Personality 
Anthropological childhood studies can be traced back to the culture and 
personality school of thought which believed that all people are born with equal 
potential and it is environmental factors and different circumstances in upbringing 
that affected their psychological development and also responsible for perceived 
behavioural differences (Freedman and Boer 1979). Initially, children occupied 
peripheral positions in these studies as the inquiries focused on the practises of 
child-rearing and environmental variations rather than the culture of children 
themselves.  
Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict were pioneers of this school of 
thoughts and believed that the variations in personality patterns across humans 
were an integral part of pervasive, distinctive configurations that gave them 
meaning apart from which they could not be adequately understood (LeVine 
1982). Margaret Mead did her famous studies of Samoa and the South Pacific 
islands, where she viewed the differences between various people as being 
cultural rather than biological. In particular she focused her attention on children 
and young people, looking at how they were brought up, and the effects that their 
upbringing had on their adult personality and behaviour. Mead through her study 
wanted to challenge American psychologists G. Stanley Hall who had argued in 
his book of 1904, Adolescence: Its psychology, and Its Relations to Anthropology, 
Sex, Crime, Religion, and Education, that adolescence was the time of stress and 
storm, when young people were going through certain biological changes which 
are not under their control. It was a transitional phase in the life of young people. 
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Mead in her book Coming of Age in Samoa (1971[1928]) analyzed the daily lives 
of Samoan girls from infancy through early childhood until adolescence. She 
rejected the idea that adolescence was necessarily a stressful and disruptive 
experience for both the child and the society, and claimed that behaviour in 
adolescence was caused by cultural conditioning rather than biological changes. 
Based on close observation and discussion with young women and girls in Samoa, 
Mead found none of the tensions inherent in the lives of American adolescents. 
Following Mead’s pioneering work, there have been more descriptive 
anthropological studies on childhood socialization, with many focusing on 
education. Meyer Fortes’ examined the social and psychological aspects of 
education of the Tallensi people in Northern Ghana. In the absence of formal 
education, Tallensi children were taught by their kin and learned to acquire 
interest, skills, and observances through their interactions with adults and their 
participation in social organization. Education was a primary means of 
socialization as the children reproduced the patterns of cultural practises and 
social organization. (Fortes 1970 [1938]:38)  
           Similarly, in his study of the Tikopia of the Western Pacific, Raymond 
Firth analyzes education as a vital part of social life and as process which “serves 
to fit human individual more adequately for his social environment” (Firth 
1970[1936]: 76). His description focuses on how the parents, taught the children 
etiquette, discipline, family rituals, religious customs, as well as gender-specific 
skills from early childhood.  
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Theoretical insights from the culture and personality schools were also 
foundation of the comparative research known as “The Six Culture Study” carried 
out in the mid 1950s. In collaboration with psychologists and anthropologists 
from Harvard, Yale, and Cornell universities, fieldwork was carried out in 
Mexico, India, Philippines, Japan, Kenya, and USA from 1954 to 1955. The focus 
of this cross cultural project was to study “the relation between different patterns 
of child rearing and subsequent differences in personality” (Whiting 1963:1). In 
addition to this influence from the culture and personality school, theoretical 
development in anthropology in the field of cultural ecology, spearheaded by 
Julian Steward in the 1950s, also influenced the above study of Six Cultures.  The 
Six Cultures study allowed certain conclusions to be drawn about the interplay 
between cultural variations in child-rearing, the personality of the child, and wider 
aspects of the society. One of the most important conclusions was the level of 
complexity of the society, and Six Cultures survey showed that children in 
complex societies tended to be less nurturant and more egoistical than those in 
simple societies. They found that girls, in all six cultures, were more nurturant 
than boys and that children of nuclear families were generally low on aggression 
and high on sociable interaction, while the opposite was true for children of 
polygamous households (Whiting 1977). The most important aspect of the study 
was pointed out by Robert LeVine (who worked among the Gusii in Kenya) that it 
introduced the “systematic naturalistic observation of children in their routine 
behaviour setting as a method for recording the interaction of children with their 
environment in diverse cultures” (2007:253).  
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          Robert LeVine analyzed child-rearing practices and child socialization 
extensively after he worked with John Whiting as one of the Six Cultures 
researchers. Robert and Sarah LeVine (1988) studied parental adaptive strategies 
for child survival among the Gusii in Kenya. They argued that in African society, 
where infant mortality was higher, and the early years of life was the most 
dangerous, mothers  would keep their child in a very close contact with them and 
often carried them everywhere, breast-feeding them for up to two years. They 
viewed parental behaviour as influenced by both biological and cultural factors, 
and moulded by the environment; in other words they saw human parental 
behaviour as adaptive behaviour. Sara Harkness (1980) explored environmental 
variables affecting child development as well as critiqued the omission of cultural 
and social context in which behaviour occurs. An important critique of these 
studies is that they considered children as “sites” where human development can 
most easily be observed. The child, although central to the research, was 
secondary to the behaviours and environmental factors under study.  
        Although, these cross cultural studies dispelled the universal claims of the 
child development theories, these studies on child rearing practices suffered from 
a unidirectional concept of socialization in which the older generation were the 
primary agents of transmitting skills, knowledge, cultural customs, and social 
values to the younger generations. Many of the studies central focus was the 
process of assimilating children into the society in order to ensure social stability 
and reproduction of social structures. This perspective granted little agency to 
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children themselves as playing any active role in the generation and reproduction 
of culture.  
 
1.2.3 Language, Play, and Identity 
Studies on children’s play, language, and identity have shown that children are a 
social category in their own rights and have capabilities, hence disapproving the 
earlier socialization studies. Opies’ research work on children’s language, games 
and knowledge established how children are social beings with their own cultural 
world, separate from that of adults (Opie and Opie 1992[1959]). Although they 
also noticed spatial regularity and generational continuity in the basic knowledge 
and language of the children (ibid: 174-175), they pointed out children’s active 
participation in creating as well as spreading specific types of lore such as 
rhymes, jokes, games, tricks, and slang expressions.   
          Similarly, anthropologist Mary Ellen Goodman (1970) also argued for a 
“culture of childhood” approach that recognized children as cultural beings 
capable of social interaction, understanding interpersonal relations, and coping 
with frustrations, tensions, and troubles. Moving away from socialization and 
enculturation, Goodman proposed a “child’s eye view of society and culture” 
emphasizing that: 
Children can serve as anthropological style informants, being qualified 
like their elders by membership in a society and command of a limited 
part of that society’s culture. Children not only can but should be solicited 
to act as informants since their very naiveté offers advantages. They can 
tell us firsthand and without retrospection what their society and culture 
looks like through their eyes, and what childhood is like with respect to its 




           Goodman and Opies, however, did not elaborate on specific theoretical 
perspectives for interpretation and analysis. Taking inspiration from the Opies’ 
studies and Goodman’s emphasis on children as capable cultural informants, 
Hardman criticized the fields of child psychology, functionalism, and Culture and 
Personality for their emphasis on socialization and structure, and proposed the 
following: 
Those anthropological fields concerned with children, which I have 
mentioned, view them to a greater or lesser extent, as passive objects, as 
helpless spectators in a pressing environment which affects and produces 
their behaviour. They see the child as continually assimilating, learning 
and responding to the adult, having little autonomy, contributing nothing 
to social values or behaviour except the latent outpourings of earlier 
acquired experiences. The adult plays the role of either frustrating the 
child in its toilet training, feeding or other activities, or compelling the 
child to fit to a cultural pattern. My proposed approach regards children as 
people to be studied in their own right, and not just as receptacles of adult 
teaching. My search is to discover whether there is in childhood a self- 
regulating, autonomous world which does not necessarily reflect early 
development of adult culture (Hardman 1973:87). 
 
           Hardman argues that rather than actual material objects, meanings and 
ideas are important for children. Her empirical study on school children’s play 
showed how the playground becomes a meaningful system with a structure, 
created, maintained and restructured by children throughout their play as play 
objects become endowed with several meanings in play giving rise to actions 
which link the meanings with the objects (Hardman 1973).  
The idea of children as participants and active agents in social interaction 
is also delineated in studies on children’s language socialization and the 
socialization of affect and social identity (Briggs 1990, Miller et al.1990, 
Schieffelin and Ochs 1986a and 1986b). Drawing from symbolic interactionist 
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and phenomenological approaches, these studies conceptualize socialization as an 
interactive process in which “the child is not a passive recipient of socio-cultural 
knowledge but rather an active contributor to the meaning and outcome of 
interactions with other members of a social group” (Schieffelin and Ochs 
1986a:165). Similarly, Miller has discussed how children participate in their own 
socialization of language and self identity by learning to engage in teasing that 
involves interpersonal and verbal skills for “arguments, self assertion, and self 
defence”(1986:210). Likewise, Briggs (1990) study of Inuit children showed how 
they actively learn to make sense of social and psychological words of meaning 
through the interactive practice of teasing that often takes the form of 
personalized dramas. 
Christina Toren (1993) in her studies on children’s cognition in Fiji, 
analyzed children’s and adult’s concepts of ritual space, and the difference 
between them. She argued that children’s cognitive development is a micro-
historical process that transforms concepts and practices as well as people. She 
gave an example of how the Fijian children gradually change their understanding 
of the relationship between space and hierarchy. Based on their knowledge and 
observation of public spaces, children understand that adults have differential 
positions and that these are linked to their use of space. In contrast, Fijian adults 
suppose the spatial position to be important because a higher status person is 
there, so that “meanings made by children may be direct inversions of adult’s 
meanings” (Toren 1993:462). She argued that children are not wrong in their 
beliefs and that such assignments are not the result of incomplete socialization, 
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but part of the processes that transform them into adults, when they can deny their 
earlier knowledge and cognitively construct hierarchical relations in a socially 
mature way. 
The above studies on children’s language, socialization and social identity 
have conceptualised children as active social participants and agents in social 
interactions and have contributed in shifting the gaze from children as passive 
subjects of adult socializations. However, similar to earlier childhood studies, 
these studies still lack analyses that focus on the children’s lives within socio-
economic contexts and the relations of power within which they are situated. 
These are some of the very issues that childhood studies since the 1970s have 
attempted to illuminate. 
 
1.2.4 Child-Centered Approach  
From the 1970s onwards there has been a major shift in childhood studies and 
children have been seen as central participants and reliable informants in research 
studies. Many childhood researchers advocated that childhood should not be 
considered as time of universal dependence rather it must be understood as 
culturally constructed, social phenomenon which changes over time and place 
(Jean La Fontaine 1986a; Allison James and Alan Prout 1997; Chris Jenks 1996; 
Berry Mayall 1994; Frances Waksler 1991). La Fontaine emphasized that 
research on children should be done by treating them as worthy subjects and not 
just immature beings. She wrote that “in general, anthropology has retained an 
outdated view of children as raw material, unfinished specimens of the social 
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beings whose idea and behaviour are the proper subject matter for social science” 
(1986a:10). 
           Theoretical writings on childhood as a cultural construction take 
inspiration from the French Historian Philip Aries’ (1962) work on the history of 
childhood in Europe in which he has argued that childhood emerged in Europe as 
a distinct category only around the 17th century. Taking inspiration from Aries 
social constructionist perspective, Alan Prout and Allison James published a 
seminal piece in 1990 introducing a new paradigm for the sociology of childhood 
(Prout and James 1990). According to this new paradigm, childhood must be 
understood as a social construction distinct from biological immaturity and as a 
variable of social analysis. It also claims that children must be conceived as active 
subjects who participate in the making of their own lives as well as those of others 
around them. Hence, it concludes that children, their practices, and their social 
relationships are worth studying in their own right and also in relation to the 
larger context of social structure.  
           From the beginning of the 1990s many anthropological and sociological 
studies focussed on children’s lived experiences as narrated by the children 
themselves.  For instance some researchers dealt with children’s issue such as 
paid work (Nieuwenhys 1994), ethnicity and gender identity (Connolly 1998), and 
playground injuries and sickness in Denmark (Christensen 1999). Some have 
studied the nature of children’s friendships in British schools (James 1993) and 
their daily lives at home in Norway (Gullestad 1984; Solberg 1997). Moreover, 
some anthropologists even claimed to have built good relationship with children, 
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who in turn helped them in the research process (Bird-David 2005). In all these 
studies, children were treated as informants with knowledge about their lives and 
their participation was highly encouraged. This new perspective entailed changing 
the emphasis within studies of childhood from socialization, and how parents 
raised their children, to how children themselves perceived their lives, 
surroundings, parents, and upbringing.          
           Through this shift in perspective, it became apparent that children 
possesses agency, which could influence their lives, and also the lives of their 
family members, friends and community (Waksler 1991; James and Prout 1995; 
Morrow 1995). Children were no longer viewed as a homogenous group whose 
views and priorities depended only on their physical advancement. Although 
childhood has been recognized as a social construction, there have been debates 
with regard to the problems and constraints of conducting research with children 
(Friedl 2004). These problems are most often related to the ethical concerns 
especially when studying older children. One of the ethical issues is about the 
power differentials between the adult researchers and the child participants which 
could create particular problems at the field site (Morrow and Richards 
1996)Myra Bluebond Langer and Jill Korbin (2007:243)) have pointed out that 
even if children give informed consent, the problem of power dynamics remains. 
According to them, emphasizing children’s voices, or their right to participate in 
research, does not necessarily solve all the difficulties: “In using quotations from 
children we have to be cognizant of all the following: selectivity of 
representation, uncritical quoting, polyphony of voices, whose point is being 
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made (e.g. anthropologists or the children being quoted), whose agenda is being 
served (e.g. the human rights community or the people of the community in which 
child lives)”.           
Many researchers who have worked with children have developed specific 
techniques which take into account children’s attention spans and daily activities. 
Some of these involve interpreting children’s paintings and drawings, which 
allow younger children to participate in research. Others have allowed children to 
use a camera and take photographs of people and places that are important to 
them and use this to gain insight into their lives. In his work among street children 
in Brazil, Tobias Hecht (1998) gave some of the children tape recorders and asked 
them to interview each other, which resulted in information that children would 
not have shared with adults. Rachel Hinton (2000), working with Bhutanese 
refugee children in Nepal, used “participatory visual techniques” such as 
drawings and paintings which helped her to understand children’s perspective on 
health and healthcare. Rachel Baker et al. (1996) worked with street children in 
Nepal using methods of participatory rural appraisal (PRA). These techniques 
have clearly helped in getting new insights about children’s lives and making 
them an active partner and participants in research conducted about and among 
them. 
           The ethical and methodological issues related to children’s participation in 
research have been debated by researchers. However, with more rigorous focus on 
methods and approaches on doing participatory research with children (Ennew 
and Boyden 1997; Ennew and Plateau 2004; Beazley et al. 2009) the childhood 
19 
 
studies have come a long way. The ethical and methodological issue in doing 
participatory research with children is discussed in detail in chapter 2. 
           My present study, which deals with the everyday lives of pavement-
dwelling and slum-dwelling children of Kolkata, draws heavily from the 
paradigm of child-centred/ child-focussed research. The poor children who 
worked on the street and lived with their parents either on the pavement or in 
shanty slums around Kalighat have managed to create a semi-autonomous world 
for themselves and help each other in survival. These children depended heavily 
on their social and support networks and would often use these networks based on 
their needs. Children have combined education, work, and play and created a 
childhood which is characterized less by deprivation but more by experiences of 
adventure and a sense of responsibility towards their family. The participatory 
methods have helped in understanding children’s views on education, work, 
relationships with family, friends, and people closely associated with them, and 
their future desires.  
 
1.3 Understanding Street Children: Definitions, Criticisms, Reasons for 
Coming to the Street and Occupations 
 
1.3.1 Introduction 
The term “street children” has been given many different meanings. In order to 
understand this term we first have to explore how it has been defined in various 
works. This term grabbed attention after the United Nations Year of the Child in 
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1979. However, there is evidence to prove that it was used long before that. The 
term “street children” was probably first used by Henry Mayhew in 1851 in his 
London Labour and the London Poor. Before this, street children were variously 
referred to as homeless, abandoned or runaways (Scanlon et al. 1998). In the 
United States, homeless and runaway children, although not specifically 
mentioned in early vagrancy laws, have existed since the days of early white 
settlement. The early definitions of runaway children included terms such as 
‘wandering’, ‘deviating’,  ‘devious’, ‘aberrant’, ‘undisciplined’, ‘twisted’, 
‘freakish’ and ‘maggoty’. Reform Darwinism, the ideology of the Progressive 
Era, introduced around the turn of the 19th-20th century, carried somewhat kinder 
judgements of poor homeless children. Barak (1991) notes that the definition of 
the term ‘waif’ changed to include descriptors such as ‘homeless’, ‘forlorn’, 
‘abandoned’, ‘deserted’, ‘desolate’, ‘friendless’, ‘helpless’, ‘defenceless’, 
‘indigent’ and ‘destitute’. These are all terms that denote victimhood. However, 
along with kinder definitions of poor homeless children came the distinction 
between the deserving and undeserving poor. The deserving poor were considered 
worthy of public assistance because the causes of poverty were beyond their 
individual control. The undeserving poor, however, were poor due to their flawed 
characters and personal faults, and were therefore unworthy of aid (Shifflett 
2000). 
           An early definition of street children, formulated in 1983 by the Inter-
NGO programme stated “street children are those for whom the street (in the 
wider sense of the word i.e. unoccupied dwellings, wasteland etc.) more than their 
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family has become their real home, a situation in which there is no protection, 
supervision or direction from responsible adults” (Ennew 1994:15). The United 
Nations adopted the phrasing: “any boy or girl….for whom the street in the widest 
sense of the word….has become his or her habitual abode/ or source of livelihood, 
and who is inadequately protected, supervised, or directed by responsible adults”. 
For the Save the Children Fund, “a street child is any minor who is without 
permanent home or a adequate protection” (UNESCO 1995:286). Several terms in 
these definitions are not quite clear. What is meant by home, family protection 
and a ‘responsible adult’? Such terms are conceptualized differently in various 
cultures (Hecht 1998). Moreover it has been pointed out that in some 
communities who are facing extreme poverty, children take up the role of income 
earner for the family, and also take care of incapacitated adults. In such a 
scenarios, there is role reversal in the family and children take the role of adults 
(Boyden and Mann 2000). 
          The most commonly used definition comes from the United Nations 
International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) (1986). It distinguishes three 
groups as follows: 
1. Children on the street: ‘home based’ children who spend much of the day 
on the street but have some family support and usually return home at 
night. 
2. Children of the street: ‘Street based’ children who spend most days and 
nights on the street and are functionally without family support. 
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3. Abandoned children: Children in this category are also ‘children of the 
street’ but are differentiated from that category by the fact that they have 
cut off all ties with their biological families and are completely on their 
own. 
           Some definitions of street children divide the children on the streets into 
stages of street life. Aptekar (1988) discussed how children move from home to 
the streets in stages. The first stage is marked by slow and increasing amount of 
time spent on the street, gradually resulting in fulltime migration to the street and 
adapting to its culture. Other writers have added to the definition by describing 
different types of experiences of the children, such as the quality of their play and 
work and their relations with peers, adults and authority figures (Panter-Brick 
2001). 
           Cosgrove (1990) has used two dimensions to define street children: the 
degree of family involvement and the amount of deviant behaviour. According to 
Cosgrove, a street child is “any individual under the age of minority whose 
behaviour is predominantly at variance with community norms, and whose 
primary support for his/her development needs is not a family or family 
substitute”. 
           Lusk (1992) has developed four categories of children found on the street 
based on their psychological characteristics. The first category consists of poor 
working children who also attend school, are not engaged in criminal activities 
and return home at night. The second category consists of children who are 
increasingly independent but still maintain ties with their family. There is 
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increasing amount of delinquency in this group. The third category consists of 
children who live and work with their families on the street. In India, they are 
referred to as pavement dwellers (Patel 1990), whereas in the United States they 
are called the children of homeless families. The last category consists of those 
children who live exclusively on the street having usually severed ties with their 
families. They are also referred to as ‘real’ street children. 
In the words of Raffaelli and Larson (1999) “the term street youth or street 
children conceals enormous variations in the experiences of youngsters, who 
share the common condition of being ‘out of place’ in street environments, 
spending their lives largely outside the spheres typically considered appropriate 
for children such as home, school and recreational settings”. 
          One of the most recent definitions is from the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID) (2007) which has divided street children into 
four categories: 
1. A ‘child of the streets’: Children who have no home but the streets, and no 
family support. They move from place to place, and live in shelters and 
abandoned buildings. 
2. A ‘child on the streets’: Children who visit their families regularly and 
may even return every night to sleep at home, but spend most days and 
some nights on the street because of poverty, overcrowding, sexual or 
physical abuse at home. 
3. Part of a street family: These children live on sidewalks or city squares 
with the rest of their families. They may be displaced due to poverty, war, 
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or natural disasters. Their family often live a nomadic life, carrying their 
possessions with them. Children in this case often work on the street with 
other members of their families. 
4. In institutionalized care: Children in this situation come from a situation of 
homelessness and are at risk of returning to a life on the street. 
Some researchers have attempted to define street children on the basis of 
various aspects of street life including the economic activities they carry out on 
the street, their street family organization and relationship, street territories. While 
some have used a human rights approach to define them. 
 
1.3.2 Criticism of the term ‘Street Children’ 
In view of the foregoing, it is important to recognize that the use of ‘street 
children’ as a reference term is in itself highly problematic. According to Panter-
Brick (2001) there are five powerful criticisms of the term: 
1. As a generic term, it obscures the many differences that the circumstances 
of an individual child may present. 
2. It does not adequately represent how children see themselves. 
3. It is a stigmatizing label. 
4. It draws attention away from other children in poverty and social 
exclusion. 
5. It reflects social and political agendas more than children’s reality. 
          The UNICEF definition was developed in a Latin American context, 
where studies suggest that 80 to 90 per cent of street children have some contact 
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with their family. Ennew (2003a) highlights the problems involved in using a 
definition drawn from the Latin American model of street children to children in 
Africa. She argues that the imposition of a Latin American model of street 
children is bound to be fundamentally incorrect. In the first place, it denies the 
differences that exist within the different Latin American contexts, which are 
mirrored in differences in street children’s lives and activities (Connolly and 
Ennew 1996).  In the second place, it imposes cultural assumptions from one 
continent to another, often filtered through the prism of welfare agencies. Finally, 
it incorrectly assumes the homogeneity of culture in a continent that one hears all 
too often referred to in international settings as ‘a country like Africa’. 
           Ennew’s argument is equally relevant to the Asian context. The term 
‘street children’ may be potentially inappropriate in India because children often 
live with their families on the street. The problem of applying a standard 
definition across the vast Asia-Pacific region is exacerbated in two ways. First, 
there is the difficulty of making equivalencies across different countries and 
cultures. Second, the overlapping categories currently in use also include children 
who have had experiences in common with street children, who may have been 
street children or who may become street children (West  2003).  
           Aptekar (2004) has further critiqued the UNICEF definition by pointing 
out that it does not explain the experiences that bring many children to the street 
today. For example, this definition does not include children who have been 
victims of war or disaster, children with AIDS or who are orphaned because of 
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AIDS, and many other complex situations, which force children to be on the 
streets.  
          Another important aspect has been highlighted by Agarwal (1999) that it 
is common to use the words “street children” and “child labourer” synonymously, 
but they are two different groups. Although he acknowledges that there is, 
however, a considerable portion of overlap between the two, he writes, 
Not all street children are child workers and not all child workers are street 
children. While street children include non-working children who are 
beggars, gamblers, and the like, child labourers include children tied to 
their homes and who work in the family economic activity without losing 
the advantages of parental love, care, affection, support and protection. 
 
          ‘Street child’, then, is not a functional term in itself because it is 
impossible to define clearly. West (2003:9) has stated that even “if the category is 
restricted to homeless children separated from family, it still opens up difficulties 
in defining ‘homelessness’ or ‘separation’ from family. To be homeless might 
include staying in an insecure accommodation with others; separation from family 
might mean physical separation while maintaining familial contact and possibly 
remitting money. Despite such shortcomings, the categorization or term street 
children remain in everyday use by the public, the media, and professionals and 
project staff who deal with such children”.  
           The key idea learned through all these different definitions is that it is 
extremely difficult to distinguish groups of street children using categorization 
such as ‘on the street’, ‘of the street’, ‘street working’, ‘street-living’, ‘abandoned 
children’, or ‘children who are at risk’. These categories do not cover the fluid 
nature of children’s involvement with the street. Thus, they defy categorical 
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description by their very nature. Many researchers have chosen to study the 
migration of children to street in terms of children having a ‘career’ on the street 
(Visano 1990; De Moura 2002; USAID 2007; Volpi 2002). As Kruger (2003), 
citing Beazley (2003), and Butler and Rizzini (2003), observes: 
Perhaps the most useful idea developed in the course of the recent 
paradigm shift is that street children have careers on the street: moving out 
of home space, into street space, and through a variety of stages, activities 
and images - depending on experiences, and increasing age – to the 
process of leaving the street, which are not unitary and far from always 
being the result of adult intervention. (see figure 1) 
 
Recent research also shows that children who live exclusively on the street 
form a small percentage from the overall street children population. The majority 
of children spend time on the street by working, time away from home on the 
street, and in street shelters. (USAID 2007). 
            The problem of gaining consensus over the definitions of street children 
and the levels of vulnerability shows that such children can easily be ignored in 
government policies. The conditions in which the street children work and lead 
their life results in multiple barriers when children try to move out of extreme 
poverty and vulnerability. There has been increasing demand for adopting a 
rights-based programming and active participation of children in all the 










 Jill Kruger (2003) indicates the key elements of the paradigm shift in the 
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Figure 1: Table showing the paradigm shift in the definition of street children 




Due to the stigma associated with the term ‘street child’, and since many 
children living on the streets in Kolkata with their families do not see themselves 
as ‘street children’. I have therefore used the term pavement-dwelling children to 
refer to my research participants. However, the term ‘street’ remains central to 
their identity as most of their lived experiences occur on the street. 
 
1.3.3 Why do Children move to the Street? 
The literature shows that there is a variety of reasons which leads to children 
migrating to the street. Some of the common reasons are poverty, abusive 
families, earning money, freedom, and addiction to drugs (Conolly 1990; Copping 
1998; Kefyalew 1998). Also there is substantial disagreement among authors and 
conflicting empirical evidence across countries and regions regarding which 
factors, or precise combination of factors, are responsible for the movement of 
children into the streets (Ferguson et al. 2005). 
          Many studies have shown that poverty is one of the biggest reasons for 
children’s migration to the street. Lusk, who has studied street children in Juarez 
and Rio de Janeiro as well as Colombia, Peru and the Dominican Republic stated 
that poverty was the main reason for children’s migration. He argued against the 
notion of abusive neglectful families leading to children’s migration to the street 
by showing that in ‘interviews with hundreds of street children in Latin America 
over the past five years, one theme has been repeated countless times: they are on 
the streets to work and earn money because there is not enough at home’ (Lusk 
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1992: 296). However, not all studies support this proposition of poverty being the 
main driving force. After interviewing 1000 children on the streets of Mumbai, 
Patel (1990) claimed that the major reason for children being on the street was not 
poverty but family violence. Another Indian study, this one of child porters3
           In any attempt to ascertain why certain children become street children, 
such factors as the psychological status of the child and the child’s family, the 
perception of life on the streets, and the degree to which a street children culture 
exists must be considered. The social interactionist perspective was used by 
Visano (1990) to chart the movement from home to street among a group of 27 
boys and 23 girls ranging in age from 12 to 16 years in Toronto. These children 
entered the street as a result of being pushed out of their homes because of family 
problems as well as being pulled toward the streets to find refuge from their 
problems. For these children, the streets were a solution or a possibility of 
experiencing freedom and stimulation. In some studies, factors like the absence of 
a father or the presence of a step parent in the family have been found to be one of 
the significant factors for leaving home. Poverty in the developing world might 
well be a primary condition and family discord a secondary phenomenon, but in 
the developed world, the two factors might be reversed (Aptekar 1994). 
 
(children under the age of 14, and working and living without family support), 
showed that both poverty and family discord forced the children to move to the 
street (Subrahmanyam and Sondhi 1990). 
           According to Cosgrove (1990) the decision to leave home is often a 
reaction to stressful situations and conflicts in the household. Among the reasons 
                                                 
3 Children were engaged in carrying loads at bus and railways stations. 
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why children leave their homes for the street is physical abuse. Extreme physical 
abuse in the home promotes rebellious attitudes among adolescents, who may 
perceive leaving the home as the only opportunity towards emancipation.   
           Some of the structural problems which contribute to the presence of street 
children are social turbulence, war, displacement, that is internally or externally as 
refugees (Aptekar 1994). The UNICEF report about the state of the world’s 
children published in 1996 identified the rising military costs, falling world 
commodity prices, structural adjustment programs of the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund, together with the debt crisis, as the main catalyst to 
the upward surge of children staying on street. It is estimated that about eight 
hundred million people in the developing world have had their income reduced 
drastically as a result of the factors above.  
           Notably among the factors, structural adjustment programs have caused 
considerable reduction in the provision of essential social services, including 
primary health care, education at all levels, environmental and sanitation issues. 
These factors have contributed to the increment of people living below the 
poverty line. These changes at the macro level have had some negative impact on 
the family system and more especially children, contributing to the influx of 
children on the street (Le Roux 1996). This point is particularly relevant in my 
study in Kolkata. The children, along with their parents, migrated to the city 
because of lack of job opportunities in the village as well as the poor educational 
and health services. The city was seen as a place with better opportunities in terms 
of job, health care, and education. This point is discussed in chapter 4. 
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          It is a common scholarly assertion that most of the children found in the 
street are abandoned by their families and society. This is followed by the 
conception that these children pose a threat to the stability of the society which 
has rejected them (Veale et al. 2000). Veale concluded by asserting that street 
children are not always seen as abandoned or without any family support. From 
their studies in Sudan and Ethiopia, children looked to the street as an avenue to 
fulfil their needs. In spite of the troubling effects of the streets on the children, 
most of these children exhibit resilience through creative coping capabilities in 
the harsh street environment. 
           Another important dimension worthy of exploration is street children’s 
attachment to their families. Aptekar (1988) in a study conducted in Columbia 
concluded that parents supported their children leaving the home in search of a 
better life in the streets. He claimed that this was as training for the children to be 
independent and self-assured in an environment of abject poverty and severe 
institutional or structural neglect on the part of the Government. For many of the 
pavement living children in India and other developing regions, the lack of access 
to resources for a decent livelihood has been blamed as the main causality of child 
mobility from rural areas to urban regions with the hope of attaining some of the 
perceived resources in the urban centres. The attribute of the rise of street children 
to poverty is a global phenomenon. The increases in the number of street children 
have been linked to rapid industrialization and urbanization (Le Roux et al. 1998). 
In research conducted in Indonesia, Beazley (2003) concluded that poverty was 
one of the dominant factors in the rise of street children in that country.  
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          The reasons for children moving to the street may be related to the 
unstable political situation, unrest and economic crisis in the country, and a lack 
of family support through government mechanisms. Also, the idea that there 
might be a link between a relatively recent, violent, anti-colonial national 
movement and the onset of street children is worth examining. In a comparative 
study of street children in mid nineteenth century Ireland and the current 
Sudanese street children, it was found that civil unrest was the reason for the 
increase in number of street children in both countries Veale (1992). Civil unrest 
dating from the Mau Mau struggle for independence has been connected to the 
origins of Kenyan street children (Nowrojee 1990). There are also many street 
children in South Africa, where their high numbers may also be related to the 
country’s violent political problems (Swart 1990). In all of Latin America, 
Colombia has had one of the most violent popular uprisings. Indeed, its current 
violence has been connected to the period of la violencia and to the high 
incidence of street children (Aptekar 1989). The situation of street children in 
Caribbean countries and some of the former socialist countries also support these 
connections. These countries are not able to replace the social security system 
provided by the earlier political system. This has pushed a large number of 
children from poor families onto the streets. 
          A variety of interdependent factors are therefore responsible for pushing 
children onto the street. The most common reasons seems to be poverty, family 
breakdown, socio-cultural reasons, natural disasters, prevalence of HIV/AIDS, 




1.3.4 Occupations of Children Working in the Street 
Most children working in the street display a wide range of skills, competence, 
knowledge and resilience in dealing with and surviving everyday life on the 
streets. Street children’s work generally falls in two categories. First, working 
openly and coming into contact with the public, an example of which may include 
hawking goods on the streets. The second category of occupation that street 
children undertake is largely invisible to the general public, and it is usually 
illegal or criminal in nature. This may include prostitution, drug running, and so 
on. The majority of works in the second category are included in the International 
Labour Organization (ILO) Convention Number 182, under ‘The Worst Forms of 
Child Labour’. Working long hours in dangerous and hazardous conditions is 
what puts children at maximum risk.  
In many developing countries, street children are seen to be engaged in 
trash recycling, street vending, car washing, assisting transport operators, 
domestic work, and begging. These children are also involved in dangerous/illegal 
occupations like theft, gambling and robberies, prostitution, sex tourism, 
pornography, drug trafficking, illegal currency exchange, pick pocketing, 
gambling, working in bars and nightclubs, joining gangs, and selling alcohol. 






1.4 Pavement- and Slum-dwelling Children in India 
 
Before discussing the literature on pavement and slum-dwelling children of India, 
it is important to situate them in the context of how children and childhood is 
viewed in India.  Only since the past three decades, Indian children have received 
enormous attention from the Indian government, non government organizations, 
media (both national and international), international organizations and academic 
scholars. As a result, there have been numerous publications which have tended to 
cast their lives into categories of problems such as ‘child labour’, ‘street children’, 
‘slum children’ and ‘child prostitution’. Such a categorisation has marginalized 
the importance of real living children. 
Childhood in India is heterogeneous and consists of the various 
conglomerate experiences that usually get grouped into the ‘universal’ beliefs 
about the nature of children. These common ‘universal’ beliefs consider children 
to be immature, dependent, passive and school-going or in need of protection, 
working only in domestic sphere for limited time frame, and needing supervision 
or guidance by parents or adults in every aspect of their lives. Childhood is 
thought to be a free, safe, secure, and happy phase of human existence, clearly 
demarcated from adulthood.   
Ideas about childhood in India assume universal model of socialization 
through formal schooling, and that the lack of schooling is necessarily a result of 
the poverty of the family. These ideas are also guided by the moralizing ideology 
that ‘childhood innocence if not properly directed and trained at home and school 
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could give away to riotous and immoral behaviour’ (Boyden 1997:193). 
Moreover, there has been an assumed universality of concepts like standardization 
of the development of biological age, the way that adult-child differentiation is 
made, notions of child care, and what constitutes children’s work (Balgopalan 
2011).  
Many of these universal beliefs are in part due to the colonial heritage of 
the country. Even after the end of colonial rule in 1947, the British continued to 
show “cultural superiority not only in science and technology but also in progress 
made in discovering innate rights of human beings, including children” 
(Nieuwenhuys 2009:147). Infanticide and child marriages, along with widow 
burnings, were some of the practices that were considered ‘primitive’ and ‘child-
like’ under colonial rule, and things that needed to be civilized. Therefore the 
lives of Indian children were seen from the colonial lens and many of the native 
practices were ignored or disparaged. The majority of the colonial research on 
children was centered on ‘inadequate parenting’ thus promoting a direct 
intervention towards improving the lives of poor children. Even after the end of 
colonization this attitude remains prevalent in research on Indian childhood and 
the state’s continual pedagogic efforts to develop ideal citizens.  
The majority of the academic work on childhood was based on the 
European and American contexts (James and Prout 1990; James and James 2004; 
Corsaro 2005). Although James, Jenks and Prout (1998) discussed the notion of 
multiple childhoods, this was merely from survey research done in America and 
Europe. It has been recognized that some of the Euro American reality has been 
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taken for granted which in turn affected studies done in other countries (Punch 
2000; Ennew and Morrow 2002). In Indian culture it is quite common to see the 
older siblings taking care of their younger ones which in turn affects the quality of 
their relationship even in adulthood. This is in complete contrast with European 
countries; for example in the UK it is illegal to leave an infant in care of the 
juveniles under the age of fourteen (Waterson and Behera 2011). 
 Moreover, the life of urban middle class children is influenced by the 
western ideas of childhood as a result of globalization, media and also the 
education system of India. According to the Indian scholar Honovi Wadia (2011), 
the education system plays a crucial role in creating a dominant image of 
childhood.  A majority of textbooks show a certain image of the child such as 
male, urban, and school going, as well as dressed in ways that sometimes contrast 
with the lived reality of many children. There continues to be stereotypes with 
regards to the girl child in stories and narratives. There has been increasing 
parental supervision on children’s education and free time leading to more tuition, 
extra schoolwork and improving extracurricular activities. The media continues to 
present children either as victims or innocent beings. Some of the newspaper 
articles collected during the year 2010 (attached in Appendix 1V) are about the 
problems that children face such as malnutrition, children committing suicide, and 
street children facing sexually transmitted diseases (STD). Many of the articles 
are about the rights to education bill that was passed in 2010, which shows that 
childhood and the rights of children are centred on the schooling system. In 
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popular movies children are shown as vulnerable and passive but also sometimes 
the voice of the nation’s conscience.  
In 2009, Olga Nieuwenhuys wrote an interesting editorial in Childhood 
titled “Is there an Indian childhood?” in which she  argues that childhood in India 
continues to be thought about mainly in terms of issues that children face, and 
problems that they may create. The focus on issues, according to her, casts 
“Indian children’s lifeworlds in a series of binaries that divide their childhood into 
what is undesirable and therefore must be addressed and rectified, and what is not 
and can therefore be ignored”. The government and non government 
organizations thus engage with issues such as hunger, illiteracy, and health care 
which are directly visible to the society and bring disrepute to the nation. 
Most of the academic research and NGO-conducted studies on the 
pavement- and slum-dwelling children of South Asia comes from India - by far 
the largest and most populous country in the region and which has the largest 
population of such children. It remains difficult to estimate the true number of 
these children in India, as they are not counted in official statistics and because of 
their fluid movements. They have been estimated to number around eighteen 
million (Save the Children Country Report India 2011). A NGO named Vatsalya 
published a book titled Eighteen Million Question marks: The street children of 
India, which provides an informative overview of underprivileged children 
including those in juvenile justice homes, and the policies and interventions meant 
for them (Vatsalya 2008). Similar to other developing countries, chronic poverty, 
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urban migration, the breakdown of families and domestic violence remain the 
most immediate causes of this phenomenon’s growing proportions. 
           In contrast to the street children in many African countries where the 
majority are orphans or have severed family ties, the Indian children have 
comparatively contrasting levels of parental presence in their life. In a 2007 study 
of Indian street children, almost two-thirds of street children lived with their 
families on the streets. Out of these children, 52 percent slept on the pavements, 
18 percent in night shelters and 31 percent in other places including under 
bridges, railway platforms, bus stops and parks. (Kacker et al. 2007). 
          Most of the street children in India come from second-and third-generation 
migrant families, lower caste and socially disadvantaged groups (Verma 1999). In 
Kolkata and other cities, children of the street often live and work with their 
families in the street.  Having migrated from rural areas to camp on any available 
pavement in the city, they are known as “pavement dwellers” (D’Monte 1989). 
The majority of the children in the big cities engage in economic activities such as 
food vendors, porters, day labourers, hand cart pullers, rag pickers, and beggars. 
Some also earn a living as pickpockets or prostitutes. 
           One of the NGO workers at the Nabadisha4
                                                 
4 Nabadisha is the name of the programme which the NGO Vikramshila has been running in 
Kolkata. I was attached as a volunteer teacher in this programme. 
 Centre categorized the street 
children of Kolkata into three broad groups:  first, those who spend their days on 
the street but who have homes and families living in the slum or squatter 
settlements. Second, there are children of pavement dwellers. These children 
spend both their days and nights on the street with their families. Finally there are 
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genuine street children who lack any families or support and live exclusively and 
independently on the street. All these categories can be qualified as street children 
to some extent. This division of children in terms of those who live on the street, 
on the pavement, and in the slum can be clubbed into the urban disadvantaged 
group. However, these groups differ mostly by their activities on the street and 
their particular occupation. One of the biggest differences of ‘true’ street children, 
meaning those who live on the street on their own, from the other two groups, is 
that they have more access to freedom and movement. These children are 
characterized by constant displacement and their movements are constrained by 
their need to feed themselves (Scheper-Hughes and Hoffmen 1998).  Finding food 
either involves begging on the street, earning some money by rag picking or 
finding some small income jobs on the street (Nair 1988,). They use the street to 
survive, they sleep on them at night, and can easily fall victim to the danger that 
street life poses to them. 
          Children living on the pavements are defined by their close proximity to 
the street. They live on the street in front of shops, or religious shrines. They 
make small ramshackle structures from scraps of plastic. Often these children 
have families are grouped together in small bands of children who can provide 
support to each other. It is essential that someone should be present to watch their 
belongings because police and municipal employees sometimes evict them from 
the street. The sidewalk children spend a lot of time on the street but they are 
geographically centered close to their dwellings. 
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           Finally, slum children exist in relation to the street by virtue of their lack 
of space in the slum. Cramped quarters and stressed families push these children 
to spend their days out on the street and return to their respective house at night. 
Slums have been the subject of intense social science and journalistic 
investigation. In Kolkata, slums can be divided into two broad categories. First, 
those slums which are officially authorized by the municipal corporation are 
referred to as bustees. These slums are given electricity and water supply from the 
municipal corporation. The tenants pay a fixed rent to the authority. The second 
one a includes large number of unplanned squatter settlements which are not 
authorized. These squatter settlements have grown up by the side of canals, large 
drains, garbage dumps, railway tracks, and roads. The living condition of the 
people is worst as compared to those who live in authorized slums. They do not 
have proper access to any basic amenities such as water and sanitation. 
          My study includes children who live on the pavements and in shanty slum. 
Both these categories of children live with their families. I use the term pavement-
dwelling children throughout my thesis for street-living children because of the 
negative connotation associated with the term. I encountered both groups at the 
Nabadisha Centre. Moreover, children who lived on the pavement and those who 
live in the slums did not differentiate amongst each other. They shared mutual 
relationships. 
           The Street children of India have been discussed by both scholars and 
activists who are concerned with the well being of children living in exceptional 
circumstances, with most of the writings appearing in the form of research reports 
42 
 
produced by development organizations. Some of the published books and 
monographs deal with child-labour issues and recommend a set of programmatic 
and policy interventions.  
Rajendra Pandey (1997), with funding from UNICEF and the Government 
of India, produced a report entitled Street Children of India: A Situational 
Analysis.  His study examined demographic population, family organization and 
the problems and dangers encountered by the street children. It also suggested 
some recommendation for action. Likewise, W.S.K Philips (1994) authored a 
study on street children in India that details the demographics of the children and 
their health and social problems. He presents several case studies and a 
programme for action that proposes the provision of better social services.  
           In a slightly different pattern, M.N. Mandal (1990) edited a report 
produced by the workshop on Street Children and Slum Children: Legal 
Protection and Social Security, sponsored by Socio Legal Aid Research and 
Training Centre in Calcutta. This report highlighted some of the legal provisions 
given to the children. In all these books, findings and recommendations are quite 
similar. They have highlighted that urbanization has caused an increase in the 
street child population and the government needs to invest more in services for 
these children, and there needs to be better integration of services provided by 
NGOs.   
Other studies have taken a more psychological or phenomenological 
approach. Rashmi Agarwal (1999) conducted a Social Psychological Study of 
Street Children. She found great frustration and anger among these children 
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especially with respect to government initiatives. However, they were hopeful 
about their future and showed substantial intelligence. She argued that children’s 
emotional development was affected by the harsh living conditions. Some of her 
recommendations included better collaboration between government and NGOs to 
facilitate quality services, more sensitive community and government, educational 
and labour reforms.  
          Researcher Suman Verma in the article Socialization for Survival: 
Development Issues among Working Street Children in India, (1999) argued that a 
child working has been a historic and culturally accepted phenomenon. Children 
usually contributed by helping their parents in domestic or agricultural work. 
However, with rapid urbanization and industrialization, children are forced to 
work outside the family domain and sometimes even away from family members. 
This new condition has increased children’s exploitation in the work force and it 
frequently also prevents them from education and recreation. Verma reports that 
today’s Indian child can be found working in major industries such as gem 
polishing, glass manufacturing, and carpet weaving. The majority of these 
children are not rootless and unattached, but rather live with their parents or other 
family members and have characteristics of street-based working children.  
           The book titled Street Children and the Asphalt Life (2005) by P.C. Shukla 
provides a comprehensive analysis of the problems of street children. The first 
volume Selection and Enumeration of Street Children narrates the status and 
issues of street children around the world. The second volume Delinquent Street 
Children discusses the crime trends among street children, the reasons that make 
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them criminals and the measures to reduce the delinquent activities. The third 
volume Street Children and the Future Directions discusses about the precarious 
future of street children. It explains the effective interventions to be taken to 
protect them from physical and mental vulnerabilities.  
           Another article by Arima Mishra (2006) The Everyday Life in a Slum in 
Delhi states that slums in the dominant discourse signify negative images of being 
dingy, dirty, crowded, and illegal with poor, illiterate, low class, potentially 
deviant/criminal people. Following from this the slum children constitute a 
distinct category largely characterized by deprivations. She opines that slum 
children are addressed through a social pathological approach that considers their 
childhood an aberration from the ‘ideal childhood’. In this context, she discusses 
the theoretical, methodological and empirical fall out of such an approach, largely 
through the voices of children themselves. The article elaborates specifically how 
the children view what constitutes the slum, the meaning of ‘work’, and 
‘education’, and their negotiation of childhood often through conflicting 
ideologies of the parents on the one hand and welfare practitioners (NGOs) on the 
other. 
           The article by Nibedita Nath (2006) Stories of Struggle for Survival: Slum 
Children’s Lives and Voices gives a contrasting view as compared to the earlier 
articles. The author has argued that the slum children are one of the most 
vulnerable groups of all children. Childhood in slum is characterized by hard 
work, absence of leisure, and lack of any opportunity. Due to poverty, illiteracy 
and ignorance they often lead a miserable life. They grow up in a harsh 
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environment, depriving them from any opportunities in life. Poverty and living 
conditions in the slum affects not only the well being of children but also their 
basic security of food, clothing, and shelter. This study also describes the process 
of growing up of tribal children5
           Studies on the lives of pavement- and slum-dwelling children have 
become an important focus in both academic research and the NGO studies. 
Research is being conducted on every aspect of their lives such as social 
networks, everyday practices, family relations, work experience, criminal 
activities, resilience and so on. My study seeks to understand the everyday lives 
of such children in Kalighat, Kolkata viewed through the experiences of children 
themselves. By giving importance to the agentive role of the children, I aim to 
highlight the point that these children are not passive victims but are survivors 
with specific kinds of knowledge and skills.  
 in slum settings and thereby uncovers many 
interesting aspects of their everyday life and how they face social stigma in 
schools and other places which restricts their upward mobility and mutes their 
voices. Tribal children in slum settings have to face social stigma in schools and 






                                                 
5 This study included all the migrated tribal households (Munda, Kondh, Gond, Oram) living in 
Dhuturapada slum in Sambalpur city, Orissa. The schedule tribe Munda are found in Bihar, 
Orissa, West Bengal, Madhya Pradesh, and Tripura. The Kondh are one of the largest schedule 
tribe constituting 17.5 per cent of total population of Orissa. Gond is found chiefly in rural areas of 












The pavement- and slum-dwelling children of India have received enormous 
attention from academic researchers, government bodies, non-government 
organizations and media. The interest in this group of children arose only in the 
1990s, following India’s ratification of the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in 1992. However these children have usually been 
studied as problem groups and the policy or academic research conducted on them 
has tended to marginalize their voice. As a result, in many research accounts only 
one aspect of their lives gets highlighted. In 1974, the Government of India 
established the National Policy for Children (NPC) in which children were 
declared to be the nation’s most precious asset. Hence, from the Fourth Five-Year 
Plan (1969-74) onwards, children have found mention in all the national 
development plans, but mostly in terms of becoming and not in their being. 
Very often studies on poor children have focused primarily on their 
problems, but to understand the lived experiences of the children beyond their 
problems, it is important to encourage children’s participation in the research 
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process. Historically, academic research on children has been ‘on children’ rather 
than ‘with children’. Research ‘on children’ has been with a top-down approach, 
meaning researchers look at children’s lives through adult lenses and therefore, 
try to understand what is happening in their lives though an adult perspective. 
Research ‘with children’, on the other hand, is a ground-up approach whereby 
researchers try to understand children’s lives through their own lenses. In this 
approach, children participate in the research process by giving their own views 
and choose methods which are suitable to them. The right-based participatory 
framework helps in getting children’s own perspectives based on their personal 
experiences and the circumstances in their lives. This helps in providing relevant 
evidence about their present condition hence facilitating more impactful research 
(Pain 2004). Findings from such studies are likely to challenge policies that see 
children solely as future citizens (Morrow 2001; Bessell 2006; Cahill and Hart 
2006).  
After the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), 
there has been a paradigm shift leading to a greater recognition of children’s 
rights. This has resulted in their increased participation in research which has 
been shown to be more advantageous rather than being restrictive to the research 
process (Lansdown 2005). Drawing on the framework of the UNCRC, and 
informed by the idea of children as social actors (James et al. 1998), and valuing 
the children’s lived experiences, I set out to study the everyday lives of pavement- 
and slum-dwelling children by utilising a rights-based participatory methodology 
in researching with  groups of children from the Kalighat area. 
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Rights-based research with children applies the theoretical framework that 
constructs them as subjects with rights and as active social agents with the ability 
to understand their own lives and associate meaning to it. Through right-based 
systematic and scientific techniques that empower the children, reliable 
information can be obtained from the children and about the children that can 
form the basis of advocacy or policy changes. 
According to Beazley et al. (2011) there are five key characteristics of the 
approach to rights-based research with children. “First, it is genuinely respectful 
of children’s partnership and participation in research which must be meaningful 
on their own terms rather than being dictated by adult researchers or strictures of 
funding arrangements. Children’s perspectives and opinions must be integral to 
the research. Second, this approach places ethics at the heart of research and 
children must engage in research voluntarily and not be harmed or exploited 
through their participation. Third, the research conducted should be scientifically 
valid and conform to high scientific standards. Fourth, analysis must be robust, 
where possible combining both statistical and descriptive techniques. Finally, the 
research prioritises local knowledge and expertise to produce insightful 
information on children’s own experiences and opinions” (2011:161). 
 
2.2 Research Objectives 
My key research objectives were to study children’s agency through a close 
textured ethnographic lens rather than simply paying lip service. I wanted to see 
what it was like for the children to live on the pavement, particularly with respect 
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to exploring the relationship between spaces, structures and the children’s agency. 
I wanted to explore the relationships of children with parents, peers and other 
adult members such as teachers, NGO workers and police and see how the 
children viewed what constitutes their daily life and the meaning of work and 
education to them and how they see their future and what influences their views 
about their lives. Lastly, I wanted to explore in what ways the NGO interventions 
were helping them.  
 
2.3 Research Setting 
 
I commenced my fieldwork in December 2010 in Kolkata. I chose it as it not only 
has a large population of pavement- and slum-dwelling children, but it is also my 
home town and I have good fluency in Bengali, the prevalent language of the 
region. My fieldwork was in the Kalighat area, located in southern part of 
Kolkata. This area is particularly famous for the Kali temple which has a 
pilgrimage status. Previous authors have reported the challenges in gaining 
sustained access to children in these circumstances and also in establishing 
rapport and trust if they are approached independently on the street. I therefore 
sought to gain contact with the children via the many Non Governmental 
Organisations (NGOs) working in the area.  
I had obtained approval for volunteer work from a prominent NGO called 
CINI Asha which has multiple street outreach programmes in Kolkata. 
Unfortunately, upon arrival they could only offer volunteering opportunities for a 
short duration, in programmes which they were already running for volunteers 
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who had come from overseas. Although volunteering offers are welcomed by 
most NGOs, they often have reservations about allowing research work. Hence, it 
proved to be a challenge to obtain approval for research. I short-listed five 
organisations and following assessment, decided to work with an NGO called 
Vikramshila. 
Vikramshila is an NGO established in 1989 which primarily focuses on 
the education of underprivileged children. I attached myself to one of their 
programmes called Nabadisha. This is a unique, collaborative program, started in 
July 1999 between the Kolkata police, Vikramshila and another organisation 
called Child Relief and You (CRY). This programme was started by the then 
Commissioner of Kolkata Police, Mr D.C. Bajpai, who wanted to bring the 
community and police together because of the harsh relationship shared between 
the two. With Vikramshila’s experience and reputation in the field of elementary 
education, the police hierarchy saw this as a unique opportunity for police-
community integration, while at the same time uplifting the education of a group 
of deprived children and aiming to improve social behaviour and reduce crime. 
As of the time of writing this thesis, there are twenty-four Nabadisha centres, 
spread throughout Kolkata, all housed in locations provided by the Kolkata 
police, and most frequently in and around the police station compound.  
Many children working in the unorganized sectors, domestic workers, rag 
pickers, and children from religious and cultural minorities, are unable to attend 
school in spite of having the opportunity of access to schooling. For the increasing 
numbers that have been attending schools, their education has remained 
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suboptimal, with large crowded classrooms, insufficient personal attention and 
frequent absenteeism due to work. The main function of the Nabadisha centres 
was to provide alternative education to the children for 3 to 4 years before 
mainstreaming them to formal government schools. They also worked with 
formal schools for quality improvement of the education of these children who 
were being mainstreamed. 
Nabadisha caters to over 1800 children of age group three to seventeen 
years. It has four sets of learners, namely pre-schoolers and primary school 
children enrolled in the centres, post- primary level children who have been 
mainstreamed in Government formal schools and secondary school children who 
have moved beyond the primary stage in mainstreamed schools. The centres 
follow a multilingual approach since children come from Hindi, Urdu, and 
Bengali speaking families. 
I started my fieldwork by volunteering as a teacher at the Kalighat and 
Lake Nabadisha Centres.  Children went there for informal literacy classes, to 
meet their friends, eat mid-day meals, store their belongings and sleep. Initially 
my research was more focussed towards children’s educational activities due to 
the influence of Nabadisha as an educational intervention programme. However, 
over time I was able to go beyond children’s educational activities and obtain 
information about other important aspects of their lives such as family, friends, 
work and their desire. My study included seventy children of age group seven to 
seventeen. There were forty two girl participants and twenty eight boy 
participants. Out of a total of seventy children, forty five lived on the pavement 
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and twenty five were from the nearby shanty slum. The majority of children lived 
with their parents. I did not include pre-school children in my study because they 
would come to NGO centre for only a short time and were often accompanied by 
their mothers or older siblings. The young children were shy and hesitant and 
often their mothers and siblings would speak on their behalf. Some of the older 
child participants were from both Kalighat and Lake Centre. My study included 
twenty-five adult participants. They included some of the parents of the children, 
senior students of Nabadisha, NGO workers, police officers, employers, and local 
people in the community.  
I introduced myself as a student who was interested to know about their 
life. I told them that after I gathered information from them, I would write my 
thesis and that would help me get a job. This helped in making my position clear 
to the children as they initially mistook me for a journalist. In doing participatory 
research, it is important to be clear and honest with the participants and the larger 
community. I told them I was in the community as a researcher to understand 
their lives. I was not going to be able to provide them with any employment or 
increase their educational output.  
The Centre did not have any fixed curriculum. I was asked to teach the 
young ones aged between seven and ten years old, the English alphabet, simple 
arithmetic, and calculations. I had to use the text books of formal schools for 
children who were already enrolled in schools. Out of seventy, forty two children 
were enrolled in a Bengali-medium government school and their textbooks were 
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in Bengali. I would often help them in English and Science. These classes usually 
lasted one to two hours, five days a week. 
The volunteer work in Nabadisha Centre provided me with the 
opportunities to observe, interact, and talk to children on a regular basis. I used 
the Centre for informal interviews and other tools.  I was also able to work with 
children in the Kalighat area by observing and talking to them while they were 
working. I met children in their work places like junkyards, street corners where 
they would sell things, outside the Kali temple where some children were engaged 
in minding shoes or selling flowers, and restaurants where they worked as 
dishwashers or waiters. I also visited the shanty slum where some of the children 
lived. I had an opportunity to attend discussions organized by the older children 
once a month in the Nabadisha Centre to discuss their problems and seek 
solutions from their friends. I will discuss this in more detail in Chapter 7. I 
attended the annual dance festival of Nabadisha where children from different 
centres presented their dancing and singing skills. On many days, we would go 
out to the adjacent park where the children enjoyed playing. I also had the 
experience of watching two Bengali films and one Hindi film with the children in 
a nearby theatre.  
In addition to interacting with children, I also interacted with some of the 
staff members of the NGO and some police personnel. This helped me to 
understand the general discourse associated with underprivileged children in 
terms of NGO programmes and policies. They also shared their knowledge about 
the children’s background, their behaviour, their relationship with them and the 
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number of years some children had been associated with the Centre. They 
highlighted the problem of having small premises. The size of the Centre 
restricted them from taking in more children. The police personnel however, 




I approached children as social actors with their own distinctive abilities to 
understand and explain their world. I wanted to use methods that allow children to 
participate actively and freely in meaningful ways in the research project. It is 
important to recognize that when as researchers we are working with children, 
participation itself becomes a process. Children often have lower literacy or lower 
articulation as compared to the adult researcher. Therefore, we should not expect 
a specific output from children, but rather give importance to the process of how 
they negotiate their way to producing a particular output. As researchers, our roles 
should be to facilitate that process and not to dominate the children. 
I used multiple participatory techniques which allowed children to 
participate on their own terms. The Multi-method approach recognizes that 
children possess a broad range of capacities and preferences for expressing 
themselves. In practical terms, combining multiple qualitative techniques helped 
sustain children’s interest in the research ‘moment’ while providing varied 
opportunities and modes for expression, especially since I was working with a 
wide range of age groups. In terms of data quality, it enabled triangulation of data. 
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(Theis and Grady, 1999; Ennew and Hastadewi, 2004; Ennew and Plateau, 2004; 
Chakraborty, 2009). For my research, I followed the manuals by Beazley et al. 
(2009), The right to be properly researched: How to do rights-based, scientific 
research with children. A set of ten manuals for field researchers. This manual 
provided me with the guiding principles of researching with children and ways of 
maintaining ethical stands.  
 
2.4.1 Participant Observation  
This method has been used by many researchers studying street children in 
different parts of the world (Connolly and Ennew 1996; Punch 2002b; Beazley 
2003a). I started my fieldwork with this method. I observed children in the 
Nabadisha Centre, in their work places, temple area, and also on the pavement 
and slum with their family members. Due to my constant presence in the area 
children became comfortable with me. I would sometimes eat mid-day meals with 
the children in the Centre. I would accompany children to the health clinic almost 
once or twice every month. I used to go to the park with children frequently. This 
was the most relaxed encounter and it provided an opportunity for children to talk 
more about their experiences on the pavement, at school, at the Centre, and with 
their family, friends and other support networks.  
This strategy enabled me to venture into their world, listening to their 
stories and experiences in addition to witnessing first hand their activities and way 
of life on the pavement and in the slum. It uncovered aspects of their life such as a 
mother’s learning from their children, or a group of children talking about the 
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recent election campaign results - aspects that go unnoticed and have no apparent 
meaning to outsiders or people who just study about their problems. It also served 
as a means of verification by which the information gathered from other tools was 
assessed.  
 
2.4.2 Visual Methods 
Visual methods such as pictures, drawings, and maps were utilised. Drawing was 
the one of the popular tools among children of all age groups. The drawings 
reflected their opinions about what they considered as good and bad, their future 
jobs, their dream home or village home, and places where they liked to go. 
Children came up with interesting insights about their drawings which were also 
recorded. Listening to what children say about their drawings is a significant 
aspect of this method, without which adults are liable to misinterpret what the 
child has represented. A mental map of the Kalighat area was drawn by only two 
children, because most of them preferred to draw just the Kali Temple when 
asked about their area map.  
After six months of my fieldwork I started using a digital camera to take 
pictures. The purpose of using a camera was to add fun to their activities while 
capturing moments of their lives. During the initial phase the camera became a 
problem because after classes all the children would want to take their pictures. 
This resulted in fights between some children. After mutual discussion we came 
to a decision that the camera would be handled by the older children and it would 
be rotated after one week.  
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Children would love to pose for pictures. They would click pictures of 
their friends, family members, or areas where they visited. After consulting with 
children some pictures were printed. Children gave me permission to use the 
pictures of their locality in my research. I printed individual pictures of all the 70 
participants photographed by them or their friends and gave them copies. They 
were clearly delighted to have them.  
Drawings and pictures present several advantages as a participatory 
method. They help children to express their emotions and thoughts in ways that 
may be more difficult to express verbally. Some children who would talk less in 
the Centre and did not participate in discussion actively were able to express their 
feelings through drawing and photographs. These tools helped in increasing 
children’s agency, because when children were drawing and taking photos, they 
had more control over the content and they were able to give their own 
perspective on the subject investigated. Also, by giving my camera to the children 
I was able to build a trustworthy relationship. Children were very careful with the 
camera. They did not steal or harm it in anyway. Therefore, this was a potentially 
empowering tool for the children. 
 
2.4.3 Written Methods 
Most of the children in my study were able to read and write in Bengali. This 
motivated me to use tools such as writing essays, diaries, poems, and river of life. 
In addition I used protection umbrella and sentence completion methods (Beazley 
et al. 2009). Essays and poems were written about family, friends, and school. 
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They were mostly written by older children of age group 14-17.  The diary was a 
more personal account of individual responses, where the children had complete 
freedom to write as they wished. In order to introduce them to the concept of 
writing in the diary, I had first asked them to simply write about their daily 
routine, their likes and dislikes in life, before giving them the freedom to write 
what they wanted about their lives. The diary provided information about their 
daily practices and gave good insight into their feelings of shame and honour in 
life and also their future desires. This method was more popular among girls as 
they enjoyed writing diaries. I managed to get 25 diaries from children out of 
which only 3 were from boys. The Protection Umbrella was particularly popular 
among the younger children of age group 7-126
                                                 
6 Protection umbrella is a participatory tool adapted from a psychological test by researchers in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina for use with children without parental care. The aim of this tool was to 
know about children’s support structure (Beazley et al. 2006). 
. I used a picture of an umbrella 
and divided it in into five sections, each section focusing on one aspect of their 
life. In each section children could complete a sentence:  The person I love 
most…, I am best at…, If I was God I would …, My happiest memory…, and I 
feel safe with…  Children were encouraged to colour the umbrella, which they 
enjoyed the most and this ensured that most children completed this task. 
Interestingly, analysis of the responses revealed that the person whom they loved 
the most and with whom they felt the safest was their mother for a majority of the 
children. The Sentence Completion method was popular among the older 
children, especially in age group 14-17.  Children were given a number of 
sentences to be finished in their own words. The sentences included:  ‘things that 
I like to do’, ‘things that I don’t like to do’, ‘things that I wish I could do’, ‘what I 
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would like to be when I grow up’, ‘things that scare me’, and ‘my saddest 
memory’. This method allowed exploration of a variety of more sensitive issues. 
This gave the children an opportunity to reflect on the pertinent issues of their 
lives. There were a total of seventy participants for protection umbrella and 
sentence completion method. The River of Life method was popular among the 
older children7
 
. Children were asked to draw the ups and downs of their lives. 
However most preferred to write about their ups and downs rather than drawing 
them. This method was taught to me by one of the NGO workers who would often 
use this method.  
2.4.4 Open-ended Interviews  
Information about children was also obtained though informal conversation which 
took place throughout my field work. I did not resort to any interview guide. 
Through my observations and group discussions, I decided on the topics to be 
explored. Some of the themes which came up in interview were children’s 
relationships with family members, friends, NGO staff and other adult 
stakeholders, their work experience, and their experience of both non-formal and 
formal education. I used the Centre for meetings. Sometimes children would 
prefer to talk in the park where they went to play or the pavement where they 
worked or in the roadside restaurants. With their permission, I tape recorded 
children’s conversations, which were later transcribed. I also tried to put my own 
reflections after each interview into my research diary. Negotiating interviews 
                                                 
7 River of Life is a participatory tool where children would draw a river and on the wave crests 
would represent ups in their lives and the wave troughs would represent the downs in their lives. 
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with children depended heavily on their schedule and mobility. Children were 
engaged in different activities such as working, going to school, and helping their 
parents. Therefore, I tried to be flexible with my timings. Sometimes it was best 
to approach children in the evening. The quality of information that I gained from 
children improved after I had spent more than six months with them. After much 
time in the field and with the development of a strong rapport, children became 
more talkative and were at ease. 
 
2.4.5 Group Discussion 
I did not establish focus groups for group discussion; instead I sought permission 
to join the meetings of an existing children’s group organised by the children 
called ‘Prayasam’ which means effort. The group organized meetings once every 
month at the Centre, where children discussed about their problems and offered 
solutions to each other. This is elaborated in further detail in Chapter 7. This 
provided me the opportunity to experience first-hand the collective discussions 
amongst the children about a wide range of issues, ranging from personal 
problems to issues in their neighbourhood. 
 
2.5 Ethical Concerns 
 
I made every ‘effort’ to perform my study with flexibility and putting the rights of 
children at the forefront of my study design. This allowed them to participate in 
this study with ease, with their views and experiences being obtained with due 
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respect and trust. I placed emphasis on the process of obtaining informed consent 
and maintaining confidentiality of the children. I faced challenges in my 
positionality as a researcher and the ethical concerns with giving money or gifts to 
the children. These issues are discussed below. 
 
2.5.1 Obtaining Consent 
Affiliating myself with an NGO gave me the identity of a teacher in the children’s 
eyes. This helped me to gain trust and expedited the process of building 
relationships with them. Moreover, I was able to use the Centre as the location for 
using my research tools. Most of the interviews and use of the participatory tools 
took place in the Centre. This was a convenient location for both the children and 
me. But this also had some consequences. One of the biggest challenges of my 
research was to negotiate access at multiple levels with the NGO staff that were in 
charge of the Centre, which was most suitable for conducting my research. This 
challenge has been faced by other researchers (Valentine 1999; Cree et al. 2002; 
Mason et al. 2003; Hil 2005; Ahsan 2009). Mason (2004) points out that those 
adult gatekeepers who control the spaces that children access may not necessarily 
have a legal right to control the children’s decision to participate. This meant that 
I had to obtain permissions at multiple levels such as the chairperson of the NGO, 
the NGO staff members in the Centre, and finally parents in my study before I had 
access to discuss the research directly with the child. I was asked to submit my 
research proposal, participant information sheet, and informed consent forms for 
both adults and children to the NGO. After scrutinizing my proposal I was given 
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permission to work and use the Centre premise for my research. In return, I was 
asked to assist in the writing of NGO reports and participate in surveys with NGO 
staff. 
In the Centre, I informed teachers about my aim of studying children’s 
everyday lives which included their work, educational experiences, relationships 
with parents, friends, teachers, and other experiences. For parents the information 
was passed to them when they came to the Centre. It took me around one month 
to obtain consent from all the adult stakeholders. I started to use the participatory 
tools only after receiving their verbal consent. The parents were pleased to see a 
new teacher in the Centre, and this resulted in masking my identity as a 
researcher. They very readily consented for their children to be participants in my 
study, most often without completely hearing my research information. I was 
never questioned on how I would be using my research findings by the parents. 
This forced me to visit the parents outside the Centre premises and re-explain my 
research purpose and process. 
With time, as I built my relationship with the children, I undertook the 
process of negotiating research permission with them. I informed them about the 
research and encouraged questions and discussion and gave them time to decide 
and explained how they could withdraw their participation at any point or choose 
not to answer any question (Alderson and Morrow 2004; Beazley et al. 2006). I 
sought verbal consent from the children before every aspect of fieldwork by 
explaining about the particular tools to be used or activities to be undertaken, as 
well as the purpose of my research (Hart and Tyrer, 2006). I therefore practised 
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‘process consent’ as suggested by some other child researchers (Barker and 
Weller 2003a; Heath et al. 2004; Sime 2008), who argue that consent should be an 
ongoing concern rather than assumed from initial consent. I consider this the most 
ethical approach as it enables the children to be able to decline one or a number of 
methods that they are uncomfortable with or not keen to participate in. Out of 82 
children, 5 decided to opt out because they were not willing to be part of this 
continuous process; and seven children also moved back to their villages during 
the course of my fieldwork.  
 
2.5.2 Confidentiality  
Unlike the lack of questioning shown by their parents on the purpose of my 
research the children were extremely inquisitive on my identity and how I would 
be using the data collected from them. During the interviews, the children would 
frequently ask me that I should not share their stories with their parents or a 
particular friend or NGO staff. I assured them that I would ensure confidentiality 
by not divulging their responses and using pseudonyms while referring to them in 
my thesis. There was an instance where I had to breach the confidentiality of a 
respondent when I noticed in one of her drawings that she had drawn someone 
hanging from a tree. This made me very concerned as I had noticed that she 
looked sad. I immediately reported the drawing to the NGO senior staff. Upon 
follow-up, it was learnt that the drawing was of her mother who had once 
attempted suicide by hanging herself in the village after her husband left her. The 
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young girl had witnessed this incident and was worried that her mother might re-
attempt the same behaviour. 
In my research, I reacted to the above situation and other ethical situations 
based on the context of the moment. I followed the advice of child researchers 
who have advocated ethics to be ‘situational and responsive’ based on the specific 
socio-cultural setting and the present circumstances (Sime 2008, Ahsan 2009). It 
has been recommended that researchers should respond to any arising ethical 
situation based on the participants own perspectives and should create their own 
strategies for reflexive ethical practices (Christensen and Prout 2002; Beazley et 
al. 2006; Morrow 2008; Pain 2008). This means ethical practice cannot be fully 
pre-defined, but needs to be constantly negotiated and contextualized, because 
there may be some factors which have different, even conflicting, implications 
(Lindsey 2000; Bushin 2007; Horton 2008). We have to be prepared to think on 
our feet and respond in the most appropriate way we can. Thus, I decided to 
report the incident based on the context because I realized that maintaining 
confidentiality at that point could have resulted in harm to the participant. 
 
2.5.3 Researcher’s Positionality 
I noticed a dominant-subordinate relationship between the teachers at the 
Nabadisha Centre and the children. Concerned that a similar power relationship 
between me and the children would affect the outcome of my research, I made 
efforts to position myself as a young, friendly, native researcher distinct from 
their teachers. I was careful with my speech, body language and behaviour, not to 
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be seen as being overly strict while being approachable. I would sit with them on 
the floor instead of using the teacher’s chair, would join them in their games when 
asked to, and would often walk outside the Centre with them; I also carefully 
selected appropriate clothes, not wearing jewellery or other accessories which 
could differentiate me from one of their own. I would occasionally partake of 
their midday meals, but would not accept tea that was delivered to the classroom 
for the teachers.  While interacting with children on a regular basis I realized that 
children were curious about many aspects of my life – ranging from my age, my 
family background including number of my siblings and where they are, my 
marital status, whether I live in a bungalow or an apartment. Upon learning that I 
am studying in Singapore, they were interested to learn about flying in an 
aeroplane, what Singapore was like, and my experience of Singapore in terms of 
food, people, buildings and how it was different from Kolkata.  
Prior to starting my fieldwork, I had doubts about whether I should reveal 
my background completely, as I was concerned that they may consider me as an 
outsider. However, in the field, after giving importance to their queries and 
answering honestly, as well as maintaining mannerisms appropriate to their social 
context, I found that this enhanced our relationship with mutual trust. Allowing 
the participants to explore my own personal identity converted differences of 




2.5.4 Gifts for Children 
Finally the issue of payment for contributions to the research poses another ethical 
dilemma. While I agree with Scott (2000) that children and young people should 
be equally valued for their participation in research in the same manner that adults 
are and should receive rewards for participation, whenever possible, I did not 
offer any financial incentives for participation in my study. There were a few 
occasions when I paid for children’s meals, snacks and movie tickets for them. I 
made gifts of books, stationary articles and toys for all the children to use. For one 
participant who had good talent in cricket but was removed from the cricket 
academy for lack of proper cricket kit, I contributed to the fund set up by the 


























CHILDREN’S PERSPECTIVES ON PLACE AND 





The auto rickshaw halted a few feet from the entrance of the Kalighat 
temple. Packed with pilgrims at every hour of the day and night, this 
morning was no different. Among the mass of bobbing heads, some were 
sleeping, some awake, some dozing off, some waving flies off their food, 
the others haggling with people to buy fruit, flowers, and souvenirs from 
their visit to the abode of the Goddess Kali.  
The street leading towards the Kali temple was filled with people from all 
spheres of life, rich and poor, devotees and priests. The sidewalks were 
congested with cramped shops ranging from food stalls, clothes shops, 
shops selling mobile phones, and phone booths to shops selling images of 
gods and goddess, and prayer paraphernalia.  
In this overwhelming milieu of people and noises, I was struck by the 
large number of children present on the street engaging in different 
activities such as playing, running around the street, working in the food 
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stalls, and some even studying at one corner of the street. The children 
were all deeply occupied in their daily activities. (Field notes, 11.04.2010) 
 
The aim of this chapter is to examine the interrelationship of spaces, social 
structure and children’s agency. I have divided my chapter into three sections. 
The first section gives a historical background of the Kalighat temple followed by 
a description of the living patterns and social organisation of the pavement 
dwellers. The second section explores the experiences of children in their 
everyday spaces. The last section explores children’s exercise of agency in their 





Kolkata is the capital city of the state of West Bengal and is one of the largest 
metropolitan cities in India. From 1772 till 1912, it served as the capital city of 
British-India. According to the Census of 2011 the total population of the state of 
West Bengal was 91 million accounts for less than three-percent of India’s land-
area, it contains almost eight-percent of the nation’s population. The population 
pressure in the state has added more pressure on basic infrastructure and per 
capita resource availability.  
The concentration of the urban population in West Bengal is 
predominantly centred in Kolkata. According to the 2011 Census, Kolkata had 
14.1 million people making it one of the most densely populated cities in India. 
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About one third of Kolkata’s population i.e. around 1.5 million people live in 
slums and unregistered squatter settlements such as living along railways lines, 
canals, pavements, under road-bridges etc. As a rapidly growing metropolitan city 
in a developing country, Kolkata faces substantial urban poverty, overpopulation, 
pollution, traffic congestion and other logistic and socio-economic problems.  
There are multiple reasons for the unorganized expansion of the city 
which has resulted in a large number of people living below the poverty line. 
Rural-urban migration has been the main reason for this. There have been three 
key historical events that have sharply increased the number of migrants to the 
city - the Bengal famine of the 1940s, the partition of India in 1947 and most 
significantly the Bangladesh War in 1971, which led to a large influx of Hindu 
and Muslim refugees. With continued migration from the neighbouring states and 
districts, Kolkata has witnessed a substantial increase in its peripheral population. 
A group of municipal towns (39 in number), which have encircled the city over 
time, have actually turned the erstwhile isolated town of Kolkata into a large 
urban agglomeration.  
A special feature of Kolkata’s regional location is that there is no other 
major urban centre within hundreds of kilometres. The other cities in the eastern 
region are provincial centres with small populations and limited economic and 
employment opportunities. This has resulted in persistently increased migration 
from the neighbouring states of Orissa, Bihar, Assam and other north eastern 
regions and also from within West Bengal.  
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Economic factors have contributed much to the expansion of Kolkata. 
There has been a large presence of big, medium and small industrial units and 
with developments in the expanding service, industrial and informal sectors in 
Kolkata there has been a creation of better employment opportunities for skilled, 
semi-skilled and unskilled workers. 
It has been noted that migration remains a major force that shapes the 
pattern of urbanization in contemporary developing society (Kundu 2006).  As 
income and employment opportunities have been located in the major urban 
centres, so is the population which follows it. A. Kundu (2006) has enumerated 
some of these factors, including the shift of the workforce from agriculture to 
industry and tertiary activities, progress in the field of education, better transport 
and communication facilities, and the modernization of norms and values. Better 
healthcare and improved access to health and sanitation facilities have contributed 
to a fall in mortality and an increase in the rural population. Coupled with the 
pressure of population on increasingly scarce land, this has led to migration of 
landless labourers to the urban environs, in search of jobs and opportunities.  
Another important reason for people to live in slums or squatter 
settlements is because of regular slum evictions, due to the bulding of 
infrastructure projects, public projects or the beautification of the city. The steep 
increase in land values and the growing interest in the real estate sector is making 
lesser land available for the poor. In Kolkata, around 77000 people was evicted in 
the year 2004 (Menon and Nigam 2007). Eviction drives are often undertaken 
without providing any alternative land, compensation, or a plan of rehabilitation 
71 
 
plan. Evictee’s frequently lose their income and are forced to move to vacant 
spaces or into existing crowded slums. As a result, school-going children 
frequently discontinue their schooling.  
Studies and policies concerning urban poverty in India have often 
focussed on slum areas. Indeed, like the rest of India, Kolkata’s urban poor live in 
overcrowded and unsanitary settlements and usually do not have access to safe 
and secure shelter, or basic infrastructure and services. In Kolkata, there are two 
broad types of slums. First, there are the officially authorized slums called bustees 
which have access to basic services such as water, sanitation and trash removal by 
Kolkata Municipal Corporation. This category also includes refugee resettlement 
colonies (locally referred as udbastu colonies), where land has been leased out to 
refugees from present day Bangladesh by the government at nominal rents. The 
second types are the unauthorized squatter settlement which are proportionately, 
larger in number and size and are spread throughout all parts of the city. These 
settlements have grown up on vacant spaces by the side of canals, large drains, 
garbage dumps, railway tracks and roads. They do not have proper access to basic 
amenities with people living in severe conditions.  
         I conducted my fieldwork in Kalighat, one of the oldest 
neighbourhoods in Kolkata, located in the southern part of the city. The locality is 
most famous for the Kali temple dedicated to the Goddess Kali, from which it 
derives its name. The present temple, built in 18098
                                                 
8 Kalighat temple in its present form is only 200 years old, although it has been referred to in 
scriptures of 15th and 17th century. The original temple was a small hut. It was constructed by King 
Manasingha in the early Sixteenth century. The present temple was erected under the patronage of 
the Sabarna Roy Chowdhury family of Banisha and was completed in 1809 (Chatterji, 2006). 
, has remained densely 
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populated and vibrant. It is an immensely famous place for pilgrimage amongst 
the followers of Hinduism. Kalighat is a vibrant locality comprising of people 
from upper, middle and lower class. The area is surrounded by old colonial style 
bungalows, newly constructed apartments and buildings. It is home to many poor 
people who work in various kinds of wage labour, both formal and informal. The 
name ‘Kalighat’ is because of the presence of the famous Kali temple. My study 
was focussed on the children living around the Kali temple. The Kali temple area 
is inhabited by majority Hindus speaking both Bengali and Hindi language.  The 
area has a rich community life with the celebration of various socio-religious 
festivals. The poor people are more active during political demonstrations as the 
organizers of these demonstrations tend to provide free meals and money. The 


































3.3 The Kali temple of Kalighat 
 
Through the many years of industrialisation, urbanisation and infrastructural 
development of Kolkata, the Kali temple of Kalighat continues to attract a large 
volume of pilgrims, local, regional, national, and international. Many of the older 
residents of the area say that the volume of pilgrims has increased considerably 
within their lifetime. At the beginning of the 19th century, reports suggest that the 
then rural neighbourhood around the Kali temple, with its sacred zone of 595 
bighas (totalling around 180 acres), referred to as Kalikshetra, was predominantly 
inhabited by the sevayats (managers-devotees) of the temple and other residents 
connected with temple services and associated activities (Chatterji, 2006). Today 
the bulk of residents of the traditional sacred zone of 595 bighas around the Kali 
temple are not directly connected with the rituals and worship of the temple. Yet, 
they play a crucial role in terms of selling flowers, sweets, artificial jewellery, 
saris, towels, calendars, pictures, prayer books, almanacs, vermillion, and prayer 
vessels that pilgrims stop to buy before entering the temple for their offerings. 
They form a culture by themselves. Their social positioning within and without 
the temple precincts has not changed over the years.  
          The pandas9 constitute a large part of this satellite profession, which has 
grown up around the temple itself, as do the dasakarma bhandars10
                                                 
9 The panda is a Hindu name for a professional who helps a temple visitor with the prayer and acts 
as a guide-cum-tourist. This is a traditional occupation handed down from father to son and 
pandas are always Brahmins by caste. They are found moving in droves in and around every 
Hindu temple and place of pilgrimage. 
 in the 
10 Dashakarma Bhandar translates as dasha meaning the number ten, and karma, for the 
mandatory rituals performed for Hindu functions. Bhandar, meaning store, stands for the shop 
where dashakarma articles can be bought under single roof. 
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immediate neighbourhood where one can buy every single item required for 
wedding rituals or an annaprashan11
           Many of the new establishments in the immediate environment of the Kali 
temple have grown in response to the sacred as well as secular requirements of the 
increasing flow of pilgrims facilitated by various means of transport. The shops 
include those specializing in ritual articles, flowers and sweets to be presented to 
the Goddess, clothes shops, restaurants, hotels, and pilgrims lodges. Thus, even 
under the pressure of the secular swamping of the major area of the former sacred 
zone, especially along the Kalighat Temple Road, most of the establishments are 
still related to the growing requirements of temple-linked activities. However, 
with time, the original allotment of the 595 bighas of land specifically earmarked 
for the temple area and its immediate environs hardly exists any more except for 
the temple proper. The reason that there is hardly any spare land left may be 
because the families of the sevayats (managers-devotees) and their descendants 
have built their houses and settled down in this area. 
 under a single roof and even hire priests to 
conduct the prayers and the rituals. Within the temple complex, but outside the 
main door, are shelves where pilgrims can keep their footwear for safekeeping for 
a small fee.  
           The main road that leads to the Kalighat temple is known as Kalighat 
Temple Road. There are other diversions through lanes that can be used as entry 
points to the temple. At one time, this was a kucha (rough) road filled with slush 
and dirt. Nowadays it is a properly constructed road framed by long chains of 
                                                 
11 Annaprashan is a ceremony with rituals to celebrate the first time a baby has his/her feed of 
rice. It marks the transition of a baby from liquids to solids, or, from breast milk to other forms of 
solid and semi-solid food. 
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hawkers and shops on either side. Apart from the mandatory prayer items 
demanded by the pilgrims who arrive at the temple, these shops also sell most 
things under the sun from Feng Shui items to perfumes, cosmetics, utensils and 
clothes, and Bengali food items. The pavements and even part of the roads spill 
over with hawkers shouting their wares, and one can strike a good bargain if one 
knows how to. The Kalighat temple community also rents out shops within the 
temple complex. These shops mushroomed right inside the temple and when the 
temple committee discovered that it was losing control over the land that was 
legally the temple’s, it began to charge a monthly rent. But it has no control over 
the functioning of these shops or those that stand on Kalighat Temple Road and 
their rentals are the responsibility of those who own the respective premises 
which houses the shop.  
           At the main entrance of Kalighat Temple Road, there is a semi-permanent 
hawker’s corner, with the hawkers on the pavements. This pavement hawking, the 
shops on either side of the road, and those within the temple offer a regular source 
of earnings to several thousand people residing in and outside Kalighat.  
 
3.3.1 The Cosmopolitan and Secular Character of Kalighat temple 
The doors of Kali temple at Kalighat are open to all - men, women, and children. 
Though the temple is historically, socially, and culturally a Bengali Hindu place 
of worship and Bengalis form the majority of the pilgrims, Kalighat draws visitors 
from all language, communal and ethnic groups across the country. These out-of-
town pilgrims come in culturally segregated groups since they mostly arrive in 
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small or large groups with a guide to escort them. They share the common feeling 
of visiting one of the most important and religiously alive temples in the country. 
Many of the local people working in Kalighat have acquired skills in different 
languages to enhance their interactive communication with the pilgrims. This 
specifically applies to Hindi, Oriya, English, and perhaps a bit of Tamil. 
           At specific times, affluent pilgrims and devotees arrange for large lunches 
for the poor on the street outside the temple. This is usually in fulfilment of a vow 
they had taken before the goddess. This lunch is regularly offered on Saturdays 
and Tuesdays, though there are no rules that prohibit it on other days of the week. 
This is known as ‘Kangali bhojan’ in Bangla; kangali is derived from the word 
kangal meaning beggar and bhojan meaning meal. This collective lunch is served 
on banana leaves and consists of rice and gruel of pulses known as khichuri. 
 
3.4 The Pavement Dwellers of Kalighat 
 
Kalighat is home to many poor people. There are poor people living all 
around the area either on street pavements or just outside the Kali temple. Many 
of them are living on the pavement with their children, having once inhabited a 
slum which was demolished by the government for new residential complexes. 
On the way to the temple one can see many people begging on the street. Most of 
the adult beggars are suffering from some illness, either some skin disease, or 
blindness, or are physically disabled.  
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In my research I found that majority of the child participants belonged to 
schedule castes12 and other backward classes13
 
. However, the children themselves 
never discussed their caste and I was only informed about their caste by the 
Nabadisha teachers. One of the reasons for the lack of mention or discussion of 
caste among the children was possibly due to the Kali temple being open to 
people from all castees and communities. Children were never prohibited from 
entering the temple or working in the nearby vicinity. Secondly, these children 
were poor and at the bottom of hierarchy. Therefore, it’s understandable that they 
didn’t like to discuss about it. Also, children had nothing to gain from talking 
about caste since most of them belonged to the lower castes. It was apparent that 
class was more important than caste in the lives of these children. 
 
                                                 
12 The scheduled caste is considered to be the depressed class who faced multiple deprivations due 
to their low position in the hierarchy of Hindu caste system. The children belonged to bagdi, 
chamar, dusad, and bhuiya caste which are recognized as schedule caste by the West Bengal State 
Government. 
13 Other Backward class is referred for those castes which have been socially and educationally 
disadvantaged. The first backward class commission was established in the year 1953. 
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3.4.1 Living pattern  
 
Map 3: Rough sketch of Kalighat temple area 
For my study I divided the Kalighat area into three geographic sections which I 
labelled A, B and C. The purpose of this division is to discuss the livelihood 
patterns in each of these sections. Location A comprises the pavements along the 
Kalighat Temple Road. The pavement was occupied predominantly by Bengali-
speaking people, followed by a few Hindi-speaking families. These pavements are 
adjacent to various shops such as souvenir shops, restaurants, and shops selling 
photo frames, images of gods and goddesses, toys, clothes, or handicraft items. 
There is also a photocopy shop, a phone booth, a bank, and a medical clinic. The 
pavement dwellers maintained cordial relationships with the shop owners and 
bank officials. During daytime hours when they sell their goods on the pavement, 
they are allowed to keep their belongings at the back of the shops, and they sleep 
in front of the shop after closing time at 8 to 9 pm. The bank officials also allow 
the pavement dwellers to keep their belongings in the area below the staircase and 
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use the pavement or staircase for sleeping at night. One of the senior officials in 
the bank, Mr Mukherjee, narrated his experience with the pavement dwellers: 
The pavement dwellers have been part of Kalighat for a very long time. 
Some families have been living on the street for more than ten or fifteen 
years. I consider them as a part of my daily life. I see them every morning 
when I come to work, and in the evening when I leave for my home. 
Families along with their children are living in poor conditions. We allow 
them to use the outside of the bank premises for sleeping at night. There is 
some space in the side corner of the bank and we allow them to keep their 
belongings there. It’s unfortunate that they have to live in such condition. 
Some staff members in our bank were not happy with this arrangement. 
But after a lot of discussion we realized that these people cannot be 
shoved away. Even if we ask them to leave, they will come back again. 
Therefore, we allowed them to use part of our premise. Most of these 
families are working in Kalighat. I know them personally. Their children 
go to nearby schools. They prefer to live in Kalighat because of work 
opportunities and it’s cheaper as compared to other parts of Kolkata. 
These people were earlier living in a slum. But a few years back, the 
Government demolished that slum and constructed a guest house as well 
as residential complex. The slum dwellers were promised by the state 
government a new settlement in Kalighat. However, they were asked to 
move to Kasba, approximately ten kilometres away from Kalighat. The 
slum dwellers refused to move and now live on pavements in different 
parts of Kalighat. It’s a pity that people were forced to leave the slum 
based on false promises. This is very prevalent in Kolkata.  
 
 
           Location A comprises predominantly Bengali families who carry the 
surname Naskar and claim to be the descendants of the first settlers in Kalighat. 
Most of them hail from different districts of West Bengal, mainly from, 
Medinipur, Bankura, Bashirhat and South 24 Pragnas. According to local 
accounts, the grandfather of the present settler, a man called Sumanto Naskar, was 
the first person to settle in this area. Sumanto Naskar migrated with his family 
from Medinipur, in search of a job. From then on their relatives and extended 
family have been living in Kalighat. Initially they lived in another location in 
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Kalighat. After staying there for a few years they shifted to a slum called Kali 
Badi. Once the slum was demolished their family started to live in location A. 
           Most of the Hindi-speaking inhabitants of location A came from Siwan 
and Bhagalpur district in the neighbouring state of Bihar. In addition to Hindi they 
also speak Bhojpuri. Oral accounts suggest that the first migrants came around 
fifteen years ago, and were mistris (masons), who later adopted the surname 
Singh14
           Location B is located opposite to Kalighat police station. Previously there 
used to be a slum there, which was forcibly demolished and replaced by 
residential apartments. Most of the previous slum dwellers continue to live on the 
perimeter of the apartment block. Mostly an inter-related group of Bengali-
speaking families with their children reside here. These families have also 
migrated from different districts of West Bengal. 
. The first migrants were Ramjas Singh and Ramesh Singh, who migrated 
from Bihar, a neighbouring state of West Bengal, and worked as masons in 
Kalighat. 
           Location C is the pavement area outside the main entrance of Kali temple. 
This area is occupied by beggars who are mostly physically disabled or suffering 
from some illness. This is a pedestrianized space, with a small police post and 
barricades around it. The whole area is filled with either poor families or 
individuals who are suffering from illness. 
           My study revealed that people occupied fixed places on the pavement, 
strongly based on kinship ties. There was a strong territorial sense among the 
dwellers in location A and B, with most people respecting each other’s spaces. 
                                                 
14 Singh is a common surname in India used by both Sikh and Hindu.  
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Usually, married sons occupied places adjacent to their father’s space. Sometimes 
relatives from both paternal and maternal sides who had migrated from the village 
were accommodated in nearby spaces. Settlement patterns along the lines of kin 
ties reinforced the separation between different ethnic groups, who would cluster 
together.  
           Most of the new migrants, especially close relatives or people of the same 
village, would be accommodated on the same pavement, at least for some time, 
while they sought other locations. New migrants from other regions, would be 
allowed to work in the area during the daytime, but normally not be allowed to 
sleep there at night. 
 
3.4.2 Social life and Worship  
In Kalighat the main community spaces were street corners, and it was here that 
the children played and the adults congregated. Local clubs and societies, which 
often took the leading role in organizing sporting and cultural events, perpetuated 
this ethnic inclusivity. There are two youth clubs supported by the political parties 
active in the Kalighat region. These clubs have a television and music system and 
allow pavement dwellers to watch certain programmes. The clubs are mostly used 
by the political party members to discuss local issues of the area. However, during 
religious ceremonies all the pavement dwellers would come together and 
celebrate the festival here. This was most evident at Durga Puja, the most popular 
Bengali festival. The residents of Kalighat in conjunction with the club members 
erected a pandal (tent) and installed an idol of the deity in it. The celebrations 
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lasted for a complete five days. Interestingly, everyone in the area, ranging from 
the older residents of Kalighat who reside in the nearby bungalows and 
apartments to people living on the pavement and nearby slums, participated in the 
event together. This annual festival united everyone together irrespective of caste 
or economic status. 
           Similarly, during Chhat Puja, a festival in honour of the Sun God, popular 
among Hindi-speaking communities from Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, everyone from 
the area celebrated it wholeheartedly. The pavement dwellers live cooperatively 
and worship their gods/goddesses together and participate in all the religious 
functions held in Kalighat. Children were especially enthusiastic about the festival 
celebrations. During my study, I noticed that families of pavement dwellers and 
slum dwellers would frequently contribute some money to hire a TV and watch 
films collectively. Mostly Bengali films were played. In some instances, popular 
Hindi films were also screened for children. The Hindi-speaking people are fluent 
in Bengali and hence would communicate with their Bengali neighbours 
comfortably. There were five families in my study in which a Bengali person had 
married a Hindi-speaking partner. These families were generally looked down 
upon by the pavement community at large. The main reason for such a treatment 
was because people preferred to marry within their own community.  
 
3.4.3 Sanitation Facilities  
The pavement dwellers had limited sanitation resources available for defecation 
and urination.  Kalighat is located on the bank of the river Hooghly. Most families 
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would infrequently bathe and wash their clothes on the shallow banks of the river. 
The municipal corporation has provided limited public toilets near the river. 
However as they are very crowded, most children would use the toilet facilities 
provided in the NGO centres and schools. Many women also make use of these 
facilities in schools and NGO centres. The garbage dump was also sometimes 
used by children and adults. Interestingly, there was no public defecation or 
urination on the street irrespective of the low availability of basic infrastructure. 
The local police have strict enforcement of this policy. All the children in my 
study were aware that they must not urinate or defecate in public areas and they 
even had access to the police station toilets. 
           There were three municipal water pumps, where people could get water 
from underground bore holes for cooking and drinking purposes. This provided 
the water supply to all the pavement - and slum-dwellers. However there was 
rationing of the watery supply which was provided during strict, restricted hours 
resulting in long queues. 
 
3.5 The Street as Home 
 
The uses, understandings and experiences of space vary between children in 
relation to factors such as age, gender, and culture. My aim in this section is to 
explore every day spaces in and through which the children’s identities are made 
and remade. In the life of pavement-and slum-dwelling children of Kalighat, 
everyday spaces such as the ‘Pavement’ and ‘NGO centres’ are significant in both 
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positive and negative ways. These spaces in the children’s lives invoke powerful 
feelings, including those associated with belonging, exclusion, safety and danger. 
The street also offers children the possibility of demonstrating agency and 
building up cultural capital through understanding and interaction with their local 
social environment (Skelton 2000). With their semi-autonomous way of living, 
the children also create their own space in their limited locations, providing some 
refuge from parents, work and the ‘public eye’. 
           The children living on the pavements and in the slum considered the 
pavement to be their ‘home’ and preferred to spend most of their time there. They 
were happy working and living in the Kalighat area. The most common reason 
cited by them for their satisfaction within this area was the potential sources of 
income. Kalighat is widely known to be cheaper as compared to other parts of the 
city. Moreover, its status as a pilgrimage Centre provided the children and their 
families with more ready opportunities for work. The drawing shows the map of 
Kalighat drawn by Subash (13 years old), whose family has been living in 
Kalighat for more than ten years. His family lives in location B in the side corner 
of the apartment building. The star shows the part of the pavement where he stays 




                      Map 4: Map of Kalighat by Subash (Child participant) 
           
Many children treated the pavement as home, as they would keep their 
belongings such as gas stoves, utensils and blankets in un-possessed, available 
spaces such as shop corners, the staircases of the bank, or the small passage 
around a residential apartment. Children would often point to fixed places in the 
street when asked about their house/home – such as outside a particular shop or 
behind a lamppost. For instance, when Subash showed me the above map, I asked 
him where he lived and he pointed it out to be next to one of the lampposts.  
           When the same children of Kalighat were asked to draw their homes, most 
of them actually drew proper sheltered houses with overhead roofs and 
surrounding gardens. On being probed, most of them responded that they drew 
their future house, which they aspire to build in the future for their parents and for 
themselves to stay in comfortably. Some children drew their village house. This is 
similar to Beazley’s (2000) finding where the street children of Yogyakarta were 
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asked to draw mental maps of the city where they lived. Children, however, 
preferred to draw the maps of their home towns or villages, which showed that 
children identified more with their village or home town as compared to the city 
in which they lived.  Through my study, it became apparent that many families 
living on the pavement and slums of Kalighat still maintain close ties with their 
village. The children would visit their village once in two or more years. Drawing 
of villages showed their nostalgia as they remembered how they lived in the 
village. Children often highlighted the greenery and spacious surrounding of their 
village. They had more space to play in the village as compared to the city. 
           Some of the drawings below clearly show the children’s desire to live in a 
sheltered house. The drawings also reveal their strong attachment to their village 
house.  
 
    Drawing 1: Amar badi15                            Drawing 2: Deshar badi16
  
 
                                                 
15 Amar badi meaning my house 





     Drawing 3: Amar sundor badi17                Drawing 4: Amar bhabishiya badi18
 
   
 
Drawing 1 is by Jhuma (11 years old) who lives with her mother and two younger 
brothers in the pavement. She hopes to build a house for her family in Kalighat.  
Drawing 2 is by Bina (12 years old) who lives with her mother and one elder 
sister in a slum. This drawing shows her village house in Bashirhat district of 
West Bengal. She moved to Kolkata about six years ago, when her father passed 
away. She goes back to her village once every two or three years. She has fond 
memories of her village house because of the time she spent there with her father. 
She also misses her friends and some of her relatives back in the village.  Drawing 
3 is by Bikash (10 years old) who lives with his mother and elder sister on the 
pavement. It shows the sheltered house which he wants to build for his family. He 
was not sure of the location of his future house because if he found an office job 
                                                 
17 Amar sundor badi meaning my beautiful house 
18 Amar bhabishiya badi meaning my future house 
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than he would like to build a house in a different part of Kolkata rather than 
Kalighat. Drawing 4 is by Anu (9 years old) who lives with her mother on the 
pavement and it shows her future house. She wants to build this house in Kalighat 
because the presence of goddess kali in the area would always keep both of them 
safe and happy. 
            These drawings show that children who lived and worked on the street or 
in the slum had the desire to stay in sheltered houses away from the public glare. 
Home for them is a closed protected space that is warm, comfortable, relaxed and 
away from outside pressures. However, home spaces are also spaces where 
children can sometimes experience abuse, violence, hostility, and exclusion 
(Blunt and Varley 2004). Accidents involving children and young people often 
take place within the home (Pain, 2006). In Kalighat, most of the respondents 
reported being physically disciplined by their parents, but none of them had 
experienced severe physical abuse or the desire to run away from home, which is 
the pavement or slum. It is important to recognize that spaces such as home or 
street do not exist on their own. Rather these spaces are shaped in relation to other 
spaces and in relation to the social identities of the children who occupy these 
spaces. Moreover, children’s experience of the space depends on their 
relationships and connection with people around them.  
            The children of Kalighat were happy with their various social 
relationships. They were attached to their parents, especially their mother. For 
children, hanging out with their friends in different street spaces was crucial part 
of their life. With regard to the great importance attached to friendships, my 
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findings are similar to those of researchers in other places, such as Hill et 
al.(2007) who worked with parents and children living in ordinary families in four 
disadvantaged areas in and around Glasgow, and Morrow (2010), who studied 12-
15 years old children in UK, with a proportion of minority ethnic groups, about 
their neighbourhood, their quality of life, the nature of their social networks, and 
participation in their community. Hill et al., for instance, observes that children’s 
friendship groups ‘provided a range of emotional and social support and were           
also major sources of knowledge and understanding’ (Hill et al. 2007:17), and this 
was equally true for the children of Kalighat. The social and support network is 
discussed more fully in chapter 4. The excerpts below show experiences of some 
of the children in Kalighat. 
Anita (10 years old), who lives outside the Kali temple, shared her feelings: 
I stay in Kalighat street with my ma (mother). Ma begs in front of the Kali 
temple. I have been living here from my childhood days. Earlier we used 
to live in a badi (house) with my dada (brother) and boudi (sister-in-law). 
My dada was good by nature. But my boudi was a bad person. She used to 
fight with me and my mother. Once she accused my mother of stealing. 
My brother beat my mother cruelly. That’s when I and my mother decided 
to leave their house and started to live in the street. Kalighat is filled with 
gorib lok (poor people). My mother’s friend who sells flowers in the 
temple area provided us a space on one of the street corners. We keep all 
our belongings such as our clothes, gas stove, and blankets in one of the 
shop, which sell the clay statues of deities. In return I help Kaku (Uncle) in 
cleaning the shop. While cleaning the shop, I sometimes make stories with 
the deities in which I play different characters. Once I portrayed the story 
of Ramayana19
                                                 
19 Ramayana was originally written by a sage Valmiki in the Sanskrit language and later on it was 
translated into other languages in different versions. It is considered to be one of the two great epic 
of India, the other being Mahabharata. The main story of the Ramayana is about Lord Rama.  
Rama who was born in a royal family and was supposed to be the king, but because of his step- 
mother, he was forced to exile from his kingdom for fourteen years. During this period his wife 
Sita was kidnapped by a demon called Ravan, who was the king of Lanka. Rama with the help of 
his brother, Lakshman, and an army of monkeys under the leadership of Hanuman, rescued Sita. 
But the Ramayana isn't only about Lord Rama and his attempt to rescue his wife Sita. Ramayana 
is also about devotion, loyalty, family roles and respect to elders. 
, which I have learnt from my mother, and played the role 
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of Sita. People are usually helpful in Kalighat. Sometimes, we come 
across huge fights on the rasta (street) if someone steals or misbehaves 
with the people around. I have many friends. We all hang out in the park. 
But my mother doesn’t allow me to roam around at night. After 6 pm I 
join my mother and we cook together. I like cooking, studying, playing, 
and doing housework. I want to be a teacher in future.  
 
Anita’s description shows her attachment to the Kalighat pavement. The 
presence of her mother made her feel protected. Her daily interactions with her 
friends made her life more enjoyable. Another girl, Sujata, (9 years old) shared 
similar feelings: 
I was born in Kalighat. My baba (father) has a small shop on the street 
which sells imitation jewellery. My ma (mother) works as kajer lok 
(domestic help). I have a younger sister who is 3 years old now. We used 
to live in a bustee (slum). After the bustee got destroyed we moved to the 
street. I go to Deshbondhu Balika Vidyalaya20 in the morning. I am 
studying in standard two. After coming back from the school, I take care 
of my sister. Both my parents go to their work. I take my sister to the 
Nabadisha Centre and we sit there underneath the fan and play with toys. 
Once my mother is back from work she picks up my sister. I study for a 
while in the Centre. On some days in the evening I go and play with my 
friend. We either go to Deshpriya Park or a street corner which we call  
shanto jageh (quiet place). All my friends gather here and we play hide 
and seek, land and water21
 
, and chat with them. After coming back from 
the park I help my mother in cooking. Sometimes when my father has to 
go outside Kalighat, I take care of the shop. I try to study in the day time 
because at night it’s usually dark and there’s no place for studying. All my 
relatives live in Kalighat. I am close to my choto masi (mother’s younger 
sister) and mama (mother’s brother). I don’t like my thakuma 
(grandmother) because she beats me when I don’t listen to her. I love my 
parents. In future, I want to be a teacher. 
Boys usually enjoy more flexibility in their timetables than girls do. Arun, (13 
years old), who comes from a Hindi-speaking family, stays with his uncle and 
aunt:   
                                                 
20 Deshbondhu Balika Vidyalaya is a formal government school for girls in Kalighat. 
21 The children stand in circle and the inside of the circle is assumed to be water and the outside 
land. When the leader says "Water" all of them should get into the circle and when said “Land” all 
of them must get outside the circle. The leader tells "water" and "land" very fast and those who fail 
to land in the proper place are out of the game. The one who remains to the last is the winner. 
93 
 
I was born in a village in Bihar. My baba (father) worked in a rice field. 
And my ma (mother) would take care of us. We lived with our kaku 
(father’s younger brother), kakima (younger brother’s wife) and thakuma 
(grandmother). When my baba and kaku lost their chakri (jobs), we 
moved to Kolkata. Although my family looked worried, I was happy to 
travel in a train.  They found a job in a shoe factory in Beliaghata and we 
moved to a nearby bustee (slum). Then, baba met another woman. He got 
married to her and ma ran away from home. My new mother was not good 
and would beat me a lot for small things. Luckily, my kaku (uncle) and 
kakima (aunty) saw my troubles and let me live with them. They don’t 
have their own children and they love me a lot. I have been with them 
since then and I call them Ma (mother) and Baba (father). We then moved 
to Kalighat when my baba decided he didn’t want to work in the shoe 
factory. He started making sweets in a shop and after we moved my ma 
also got a job as kager lok (domestic help). We have lived on the 
pavement for the past five years. We live outside the sweet shop where my 
baba works. We keep all our belongings at the back of the shop. This 
place is good because of the variety of jobs available here. I sometimes 
help my baba in his shop. I help my ma by getting water from the nearest 
hand pump, buying groceries, and cleaning utensils. While filling water 
from the hand pump if I see my friends we sometimes play pakda-pakdi22. 
On some days when the youth club doesn’t have any activity I play 
carrom23
 
 with my friends. We go to the park to play football and cricket. I 
love playing cricket. I go to Nabadisha Centre for studying and midday 
meals. I don’t like studying and want to drive a taxi in future.  
Another boy, Subash (13 years old), who worked in a food stall, shared his 
experience of Kalighat: 
I live with my baba (father), ma (mother) and two elder sisters in 
Kalighat. We live on the pavement in one corner of a housing complex 
opposite to the police station. There’s a narrow pavement where around 15 
families live. They are all my relatives. Some are from my mother’s side 
and some from my father’s side. We keep our belongings in the corner and 
put a plastic sheet over it during the daytime. My father worked in a 
construction site. But after meeting with an accident he stopped working. 
                                                 
22 Pakda-pakdi is a game played by boys in which a boy designated as ‘it’, tries to tap the back of 
the other children who provoke him and encourage him to come towards them before running off. 
Once he successfully taps someone’s back then that boy now becomes ‘it’. At the end of the game, 
the child who has not been ‘it’ is the winner. 
23 Carrom (also known as Karrom) is a "strike and pocket" table game of Eastern origin similar to 
billiards and table shuffleboard. In India, the game is played on a board made of plywood. The 
objective of play is to use a striker disk with a flick of the finger to make contact with and move 




My mother and both the sisters work as kajer lok (domestic help). I study 
in class three in Mahakali Pathshala24
 
. I go to school in the morning and 
come back by 10 am. After that I play with my friends in Nabadisha 
Centre. I eat my lunch in the Centre. In the evening I work in a food stall 
which sells chowmein. I serve food to the customers. It’s usually very 
busy and I have to be quick in delivering. My shop closes at around 9 pm. 
After that I go home and sleep. I feel safe in the area because of the 
presence of my family members. I have established good relations with 
shopkeepers and office people who work in this area. However, sometimes 
people fight and use gala-gali (foul language) in the street. Once, a huge 
jhagda (fight) took place between two shopkeepers. They first used foul 
language and then one man started to beat the other with a stick. The other 
man was bleeding profusely. Everyone was watching this but no one tried 
to stop them. Finally the police came and arrested the man. The other one 
was taken to the hospital. These kinds of fights make me scared. Once, a 
girl was stolen from the other side of the pavement. She is still not found. 
Although my family members are around, I try to accompany my sisters to 
their work place. Girls are not so safe in the area compared to boys.  
            From the above excerpts and my own observations, it is evident that 
children had different experiences. Most were living and working with their 
family on the pavement. They contributed to their household not just by earning 
money but also by taking care of younger siblings, helping parents in their work, 
and doing domestic chores. My findings are similar to those of Robson (2004) 
whose research with working children in northern Nigeria, showed that children 
are competent agents who make significant contributions to their families and 
their communities as they work both alongside and independently of adults.  
          In the West, childhood has been constructed as a time of play, during 
which children should be free from the responsibilities of working. School work 
is not counted as ‘work’ in this picture, though many children are in fact spending 
very long hours at it. Although there has been great concern in some quarters 
about child labour, with some parties taking the view that it should be stopped 
                                                 
24 Mahakali Pathshala is a formal government school for boys located in Kalighat. 
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completely, my study like many others shows that for many children in poorer 
countries it is not realistic to prevent them from working at all, since their families 
would suffer without their contributions. For their part they are often justly proud 
of their contributions to family welfare. Anthropologists have taken a more 
holistic approach to children’s experiences of working. Nieuwenhuys (2007) 
critiqued of how international representations of child labour deny adequate 
recognition of children’s day to day work. 
          Dyson’s work (2008) examined the way in which children contributed to 
rural livelihoods in the Indian Himalayas through lichen collection and how they 
used the independent and autonomous time of collecting to create some time for 
play. Similarly, Punch (2000) reported how Bolivian children who had good 
access to spaces for play, but not enough time created opportunities for play while 
working. Children in my study too combined their work time with play for 
instance; the girl who cleaned the shop used the statues of deities for playing 
mythological dramas and boys who came for filling water would often play with 
their friends while standing in the queue. This reinforces the arguments that play 
and work are not necessarily opposites, but are important and meaningful aspects 
of many children’s lives throughout the world. Moreover, children demonstrate 
considerable creativity and ingenuity in finding unexpected ways to combined 
them. 
            Children complained of a lack of appropriate places for them to go, 
especially as they get older. They mentioned that although Kalighat has 
community clubs, they are not accessible to them most of the time. Mostly the 
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adults and people from political parties would occupy the club. Children 
therefore, have created their own ‘special places’ or appropriated existing spaces, 
some of which were not known to their parents or other adult members. The 
drawings below show some of the places that children visited with their friends.  
    Drawing 5: Playing on the swings25 Drawing 6: The water tanker26
    Drawing 7: Park for children
 
27                  
Drawing 8: Shantoh jageh28
                                                 
25 Drawing by Shalu (13 year old) 
 
26 Drawing by Raja (14 year old) 
27 Drawing by Anita (10 year old) 
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Drawings 5 and 7 show a park located near Kalighat where both girls and boys go 
during their free time, usually in the evening. This was a poorly maintained park 
which was used mainly by the pavement- and slum-dwelling children and their 
families. Boys use this place for playing cricket and football. Girls enjoy the 
swings and slides and played other games like kabbadi29
 
. Sometimes both boys 
and girls would play in groups. Drawing 6 is of the water tanker space where 
children would often go to fill water pots for household use. Both boys and girls 
would socialize here and discuss the latest films, issues relating to school or NGO 
centres, or family matters. I often saw girls accepting the help of boys in carrying 
their vessels back home. Younger boys would also use this time to play. Drawing 
8 depicts what children call shanto jageh, meaning ‘a quiet place’. This place was 
not known to their parents. It was located at one of the street corners a bit further 
from the temple area and they felt they had the least chance of being spotted there. 
Children would come there to play, sing songs, dance, and chat with their friends.  
3.6 NGOs as Spaces away from the Street 
 
The vast number of people with their children living in an unsettled condition has 
led to the presence of many independent NGOs operating in Kalighat. Some of 
                                                                                                                                     
28 Shantoh jageh meaning the quite place by Rani (12 year old) 
29 Kabbadi is played between two teams who occupy opposite halves of a small field and take 
turns sending a "raider" into the other half, in order to win points by tackling members of the 
opposing team. The raider tries to return to his own half, holding his breath and chanting the word 
"Kabaddi" during the whole raid. The raider must not cross the boundary unless he touches one of 
his opponents. If he does so then he will be declared as "out". There is also a bonus line which 




the NGOs working for children and women are Nabadisha Centre30, New Light31, 
and Kalighat Society for Development Facilitation32
            The Nabadisha Centre located inside the Kalighat police station had many 
children from the pavements and nearby slums of Kalighat. Children were 
provided educational facilities, midday meals, clothes, health checkups, toilets, 
toys, and lockers for keeping their belongings. Most of the children used the 
. The NGO centres are seen 
as poles by the mainstream society that attract or select children from what is 
perceived to be an undefined, chaotic urban zone designated as ‘the street’. 
Although NGO staff recognized that children use the street for work and play, 
their emphasis was on the negative aspects of street life such as cramped living 
conditions and poor hygiene, sanitation and pollution. The street was seen as a 
space where children had to survive in extreme conditions and sought to 
rehabilitate the children by providing education, meals and fulfil other basic 
necessities. 
                                                 
30 Nabadisha Centre is one of the most highly acclaimed endeavours of the Kolkata Police in the 
field of community policing in recent times and has been accredited with appreciation and acclaim 
by international agencies like UNICEF. This programme began in 1999 with nine centres. This is 
an educational and health care programme for the vulnerable children in the streets of Kolkata. 
Under this scheme, a total of 34 schools are run within or around 30 police stations in Kolkata, 
where a total of around 2294 odd students receive free education, food and health check-ups every 
month.  
 
31 New Light is a non-profit community development project and charitable trust based in 
Kalighat. Since 2000, New Light has provided shelter, educational opportunities, recreational 
facilities, healthcare and legal aid for the children, girls and women in the Kalighat community. 
There is a crèche and night-shelter for the protection and education of victims of trafficking, 
women in prostitution, and children rescued from red light areas. New Light also provides micro-
credit facilities and an income-generation programme (Anchal) for mothers within the area.  
 
32 Kalighat Society for Development Facilitation (KSDF) has been working to eradicate poverty 
through women’s initiatives in Micro-Finance in the Kolkata Municipal Corporation area. At 
present the organization works with 36,000 poor women for their financial betterment and their 
families’ improvement. Side by side the organization implements other activities related to child 





Centre as a space away from the public eye. They came to rest there for some 
time and then went back to their work. Children used the space for forming 
friendships, and sharing their social experiences. This will be discussed in detail 
in chapter 4. Mothers used Nabadisha and Kalighat Society Centre to drop their 
young children in the morning while they go to work. When they would return 
during the day time, they would feed their children either the midday meal given 
by the Centre, or food that they received from their work place.  
 
3.7 Gendered Spaces 
 
Many researchers have shown that girls tend to have more restricted access to 
public space than boys, due to parent’s fears and stereotypical gender expectations 
(Valentine 1997; Matthews et al. 2000; Skelton 2000; Beazley 2002). In India as a 
result of patriarchal ideology, girl children are not socialized to spend time on the 
street, or to work in the public sector. They are encouraged to keep close to their 
home and assigned domestic roles and duties form an early age.  The girls in my 
study, who lived on the pavements, did not have a roof over their heads and hence 
spent lot of time on the street or in NGO centres. These girls, however, were 
mostly surrounded by their parents or relatives on the street. They earned money 
by working as domestic helpers (considered to be  safe in someone else’s house) 
and in shoe factories in contrast to boys who worked in tea stalls, restaurants, and 
other informal jobs, which are quite visible on the street. These occupations are 
considered to be respectable positions in safe spaces that are appropriate for girls.  
Most of the girls reported that they felt safe on the pavements as they are always 
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accompanied by their family members or friends. However, some girls were 
scared to explore certain areas in their locality because of a few instances of 
molestation. They even felt the need to roam around in groups. Similar to the 
studies by Matthews (2003) on adolescents in impoverished Scottish community, 
and Tucker (2003) with teenage girls in rural south Northamptonshire, I found 
girls were more fearful than boys, and accounts differed by gender, particularly 
among the older groups. Girls expressed anxiety about sleeping on the street, and 
some had even experienced sexual assault. As Divya (15 years old) commented: 
I live with my baba (father) and my mentally-challenged younger sister. I 
don’t feel safe sleeping on the pavements. Although my baba is there for 
us, sometimes he has to work at night. I am more scared when he is not 
around at night. On those nights I sleep with my masi (mother’s younger 
sister). I have heard stories about a man who assaulted a girl who was just 
five years old. I am more concerned about the little girls of my area. If I 
come across someone who tries to do bad stuff, I can scream and hit that 
person. But they are so young. I just hope that those people never enter our 
para (locality). So far, I have not had any bad experience. But when I see 
drunken men I get really scared.  
 
And a younger girl, Sujata (9 years old), described: 
I sleep with my ma (mother), baba (father), and choto bon (younger 
sister). I feel safe with them. But my mother has told me about kharab lok 
(bad people) in our locality. I try to avoid those people. One of my uncle’s 
daughters was kidnapped by two unknown men. She never came back. 
This scares me the most.  
 
Girls showed more concern for others, especially the younger children. Girls were 
scared to roam around in quiet areas which were away from busy roads. Anita (10 
years old) said: 
I hate walking through rasta (roads) which are not crowded. I feel very 
scared. And sometimes I start to run to reach my destination. It is very 
difficult to know if someone is hiding in any corner or if someone follows 




            Girls were cautious about their movements on the street. They would 
almost always be seen in groups of four or five or with their family members. 
Girls would visit the park, cinema hall, the quiet place, and the water tanker, but 
only in groups. However, fights between groups were common. Family members, 
especially mothers, trusted their daughters more than their sons to take care of the 
younger siblings. In one of the self-defence classes I observed in which the girls 
were being trained by police officers, the older girls took the initiative to help the 
younger ones in learning, and it was a common sight to see the group of older 
girls looking out for the younger ones. In comparison to the girls, boys were not 
as concerned about safety. They would freely roam around in the street. They 
were even allowed by their parents to go to other localities for work. Although 
more mobile, boys were more fearful of being hit or beaten by adult members or 
drunk people in the locality. One of the male respondents, Raja (14 years old), 
who worked as a vendor, reported: 
I sell clay statues of deities and jewellery in the rasta (street). I walk from 
one corner to the other corner of the street. I try to attract pilgrims who 
have come to worship our goddess Kali. Once, a man bought five articles 
from me. His total purchase was for 55 rupees. He gave me 100 rupees 
and I returned him his balance which was 45 rupees. But after 15 minutes 
he came back accusing me that I have not returned his money. He was 
using abusive words: chor (thief), badmash (naughty), jhoota (liar), and 
other things which I am ashamed to say. I tried to tell him but he did not 
listen to me. He started threatening me that he would report me to the 
police. He slapped me twice and took away one more article from me. I 
got scared and ran to my mother. My mother was working at someone’s 
house so I went to my aunty. I told her everything. She was very angry at 
that man. She came with me to look for him but we could not find him. 
That day although I did some business I was not paid by the shop owner. I 





3.8 Attachment to place 
 
Both the adults and children living on the pavements of Kalighat showed strong 
sense of attachment. They narrated how Kalighat has not only provided them with 
work, it is a part of their identity. In spite of the harsh living conditions, there are 
benefits such as food provided by the temple, and the multiple NGOs providing 
education and other facilities. Adults would often talk about their social networks 
in the area. People formed strong emotional and sentimental bonds with Kalighat. 
This resonates with the findings of life history researchers that attachment to place 
results from accumulated biographical experience, such as experience of 
happiness, and even of terrifying, traumatic, or secret events that individuals 
encounter in their life (Altman and Low 1992; Gupta and Fergusson 1997).  
Moreover adults would often describe their long association with Kalighat. This 
clearly shows that the longer people live in a place, the more rooted they feel, and 
the greater their attachment to it (Elder et al. 1996; Herting et al. 1997). 
Anu’s mother, who works as a domestic help in a bungalow, and comes to pick 
Anu from the Nabadisha Centre, narrated to me her experience in Kalighat: 
I was leading a happy life in our gram (village) in South 24 Parganas. My 
husband cared for me and my daughter Anu. He worked as a barber in the 
village. His earnings were not enough, but we both managed to do other 
work and keep our family running. My daughter was enrolled in the 
village school. We would often work in the rice fields during the 
cultivation period. We lived in a matir badi (mud house). During the 
borsha kale (rainy season), we had to shift to another location because our 
house would get damaged. Within five years of my wedding, my husband 
married another woman from a different village. The other woman would 
quarrel and my house became disturbed. Once, my husband and the other 
woman hit me and my daughter violently. After that incident I tried to 
commit suicide by hanging myself from the tree outside my house. My 
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neighbour saw me and scolded me a lot. She then suggested moving to 
Kolkata and finding a job there. I contacted my bado didi (elder sister) 
who lived in Siliguri, a city in West Bengal. She worked in a tea farm. I 
stayed with her poribor (family) along with my son and daughter. After 
some time their family started having frequent quarrels because of me and 
my children. I decided to move to Kolkata. I took a train and came to 
Kolkata. The first place I wanted to visit was the Kali temple. I came to 
Kalighat walking all the way from Sealdah station. I cried in front of the 
goddess and prayed to her. I begged in front of the Kali temple for more 
than a month. It was humiliating but I had no other option. I fed my kids 
with the food we received from the temple. One day, a bhadrolok 
(gentleman) asked me to work at his house. Initially I was really scared 
but I had no better option. I went to his place. He lived in a bungalow in 
Kalighat. I started cleaning, cooking and doing other household work. 
Seeing my pathetic condition they offered to let me stay in one room 
located in one corner of the bungalow. That was one of the happiest 
moments of my life. I work all day in the bungalow and get paid around 
200 rupees a month. They provide me food as well. Although I have 
brothers, sisters, and my mother, now my family comprises just me and 
my son and daughter. My son got admission to the New Light Hostel. He 
lives there full time. I don’t have to pay any money for his school fees, 
clothes, or food. It is near to my house. I visit him once every week or 
fifteen days. However, my daughter could not get admitted to that hostel 
because of a shortage of places. I am worried for Anu. I want her to study 
but I don’t know if I can help her continue her education. My health is 
poor and I fear what will happen once I am gone. We are gorib manush 
(poor people) and for us filling our stomachs is more important than study. 
I try to send her to school but sometimes she has to work with me. 
Kalighat has given me lot of things. When I first came here, I had nothing, 
but now at least my son is living in a good hostel and his future is secure. I 
am constantly worried about Anu. I don’t want to send her to the village 
because the other woman would never take care of her. My husband has 
also never tried to find us. I need to save money for Anu’s studies or she 
will end up working as a kajer lok (domestic help) or will be forced into 
prostitution like some of the other girls in Kalighat. 
 
The story of Anu’s mother reflects the struggles and tribulations of her life. The 
Kalighat area has provided her with a stable job and accommodation. This locality 
has become an integral part of her life because of the opportunities she got in the 
area. She was happy to have found a secured future for her son. And her only 




3.9 Children’s Agency and Space 
 
Children living on the pavement of Kalighat and the nearby slums cannot be 
perceived as being passive actors in their daily life (Matthew et al. 2000; Tranter 
and Malone 2004; Valentine 1997).  They negotiated the boundaries and 
constraints imposed by family members, NGO workers, and people closely 
associated with their lives. Although spaces for children offer both opportunities 
and restrictions, children are adept at dealing with such conditions, sometimes 
taking, sometimes rejecting, and sometimes adapting them (Zeiher 2003:80). 
Their ability to transform even tightly structured spaces is evident in the literature. 
            The children of Kalighat exercised their judgment and choice in deciding 
which NGO to attend or when to attend. For instance, many of the younger 
children would attend NGO functions or donation drives for good food and gifts 
which were distributed during those functions even though they were not enrolled 
in any of the NGO programmes. Children would also seek to attend NGOs where 
they could pursue their hobbies such as singing and dancing. They would also 
congregate in groups to attend movies being screened at different NGOs.  
            When Ajay, (7 years old), was asked why he chose to come to Nabadisha 
only for two days a week he reported: 
I like coming to Nabadisha. But I have to manage my time as I help my 
ma (mother) in a vegetable shop. I am learning music at another NGO. 
Running between these places doesn’t leave me much time. I like to spend 
some time with my bondhu (friends). I come to Nabadisha to meet my 
friends and play with them. The teachers help me with my studies and I 





Shyam (16 years old), who is currently in Standard Nine, reported: 
I joined Nabadisha when I was five years old. Since then it has almost 
become like my home. I used to spend a lot of time here when I was 
younger. But now I get less time as I am busy with my formal school and 
part-time job. However, I come to the Centre for maths tuition given by 
some students from St Xavier’s College. They come here every Friday, 
four to seven pm. It’s very helpful to me as I have no other support from 
my school.  
 
Aarti (15 years old), who is also in Standard Nine, reported: 
I have been coming to Nabadisha since I was four years old. My ma 
(mother) worked in a nearby apartment. Initially she would drop me and 
my sister in the Centre and would go to work. I learnt naach (dancing) and 
gaan (singing) here. From Nabadisha I was enrolled in Rabindra Dance 
Academy. It is my biggest achievement. Now I want to pursue a career in 
dancing. Nowadays, I don’t get much time to come to the Centre. But 
whenever there is any function I am asked to perform. I have also 
performed for my neighbourhood community during Kali pujo (festival).  
 
It has been suggested that children are much like adults in that although they exert 
very little direct control over the institutions that govern their lives, they can still 
exert a form of indirect ‘tactical agency’ (Amit 2003:245), making and remaking 
spaces at the micro-level. This ‘tactical agency’ is clearly demonstrated by the 
pavement- and slum-dwelling children of Kalighat who negotiate with different 
NGOs based on their own requirements. 
            Raju (13 years old), who worked in a tea stall along with his grandmother, 
narrated a different perspective on coming to Nabadisha: 
I joined Nabadisha around three years back. I came to this Centre for 
education. The teachers are helpful and cooperate with me due to my odd 
working hours. This Centre has proved a blessing for me. It is run by 
officials of Kalighat police station. After coming here I got to know the 
police people better. Most of the officers are friendly and have inspired me 
to join the police force. This has also proved good for my tea business. I 
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provide chai (tea) to all the police staff. They never withhold my money. 
In fact during certain functions I am asked to prepare tea for more than 
fifty people. They are my regular grahok (customers). Sometimes when I 
get into trouble on the street, I use them as a reference, since people in the 
neighbourhood know about my good relationship with the police officials. 
Initially my grandmother and I had to struggle a lot for a place to set up 
our tea stall. But now because of my grandmother’s contact with the 
shopkeepers around the area and my good rapport with the police people, 
we have managed to secure a permanent location for our tea stall.  
 
Children exercised their agency not just in terms of which NGOs facilities to use 
but also in visiting prohibited areas, such as the red light district of Kalighat, 
where parents have forbidden them to go. The red light district was viewed 
negatively by the parents and other adult members of the community. Children if 
caught by any of their relatives in that area were punished either slapped or beaten 
by stick as well as verbally abused. However the older boys, on the pretext of 
working or playing football or with friends in the park, often visited those places.  
           The red light district is located at the north of the temple. A number of 
dharamshalas33
                                                 
33 Dharamshalas means a religious school. However, the word is generally used in a different 
context. Most Hindu temples in India offer lodging and/or dining facilities for interested 
individuals or small parties. They are either free (running on donations) or for a very nominal rate. 
People sometimes donate to the temple to cover charges if there are any. 
, or rest houses where pilgrims, travellers, and traders could stay 
were established around the temple. Many young men who came from the 
villages stayed in these places, and women from poor families were brought to 
cook and clean for them. These same women also served them sexually. With 
time a commercial sex trade began to flourish in the area to serve pilgrims, 
traders, and others (Sleightholme and Sinha 1996:9).  The older boys of age group 
14-17 of Kalighat temple area visited the red light district in order to play at the 
video game parlours with their friends. The area was overcrowded and filled with 
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cramped houses. The buildings were painted red by people who consumed betel 
leaf and spat on the wall. Group of boys shared their views about the red light 
district of Kalighat: 
This para (locality) is extremely bad. It’s very crowded and congested. 
We come here to play videogames. The shops here are cheaper as 
compared to our locality. And we get some time away from our family 
members. Our parents don’t like this area because it’s filled with bad 
women. But we come here only once or twice a week. 
 
When I probed them further, Guru (15 years old) revealed that he came to meet 
his girlfriend who stays there. He met her in one of the NGO centres and has been 
dating her for six months.  Some children even exercised agency by forming 
strategic alliances with adults to resist domination by other children. In one case, 
the younger boys who did not get a chance to play videogames because the shop 
was always occupied by older children, decided to help the shopkeeper clean the 
shop and in return were allowed to play games for free.  These examples show 
that children are social agents who make full use of whatever spaces are available 
to them, and they have a range of strategies and tactics that enable them to resist 
hegemonic practices established both by adults and by other children. 
 
3.10 Conclusion 
Kalighat is a place with religious importance that provides shelter to many poor 
people.  The children living on the pavements and in the slum of Kalighat share a 
strong affinity with the place. This chapter has tried to explore the everyday sites 
in children’s lives in order to understand children’s identity and attachment to 
local spaces. The street is an important space in the lives of children who work 
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and live there. Children associate with the street not just in terms of physical 
space but also with respect to their social and support networks developed there. 
However, the experience of the street is different for boys and girls. Boys are 
more mobile as compared to girls, who are usually in company of their parents or 
friends. NGO centres are another space whprovides children privacy, learning 
materials, and recreation. Children’s experience of space is subjected to structural 
regulations by institutions and social relations. However, children employ tactical 
agency to negotiate with adults and create new spaces for play. Children of 
Kalighat used their agency to decide on NGOs based on their requirements and 
negotiated with their family to experience freedom. Kalighat holds importance in 
the life of children and their family members, not only because of the number of 
years spent there, but also because the pavement dwellers live there like a close-
knit family. The relationships shared with shop-owners, NGO workers, and police 
officials have made their life comfortable in many ways. Even though living on 
the street can be stressful, this location clearly provides a better option than most 
of its street dwellers could hope to find elsewhere, and they are at pains to defend 
their established positions within it.  The next chapter will explore in greater 




















This chapter provides detailed empirical findings on the relationships of 
pavement- and slum-living children and their families, friends, and other adult 
members who they regularly interacted with over a one year period. It shows how 
with the help of social networks and support systems of their parents, friends, 
teachers and other adults, the children have been able to lead a ‘normal’ childhood 
despite the severe living conditions. My aim is to highlight the cultural 
distinctiveness of the context in which my child respondents are living and how 
they share very strong bonds with their family and friends and how working to 
support their family needs is of prime importance to them. 
 Despite the high level of public concern about pavement- and slum-
dwelling children, the role of their families receives far less attention. Families are 
often portrayed as being incapable of taking care of their children or they are 
simply ignored. Many of these studies have focused more on these children’s 
ability to cope with the hardships they face in the slums and street and/or their 
survival strategies, rather than evaluating children’s perspectives on their family. 
The familial relationships have been characterized by high levels of conflicts, 
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abuse (physical, sexual, emotional), financial insecurity, parental substance abuse, 
parental divorce, or separation and lack of communication (Brannigan and Caputo 
1993; Kufeldt and Nimmo 1987b; Webber 1991).  
           Most studies of social networks and support systems of these children 
have primarily focused on peer group relationships and friendships (Aptekar 
1988; Swar 1990, Ennew 1994; Mizen and Ofosu-Kusi 2010). There has been 
minimal information about the influence of the presence of adults in their lives 
(Baker and Knaul 1991; Lusk 1992; Richter 1991; Campos et al. 1994; Rosa et al. 
1994; Hecht 1998).  
Two factors determined my choice for studying children living on the 
pavement and slums in terms of their relationship with parents, friends and other 
adult members. Firstly, mothers contributed immensely in the children’s lives and 
helped the children to cope with the urban environment of Kolkata. There was not 
much difference between the children raised by a single mother versus both 
parents, since mothers were invariably the ones in charge of raising and 
socializing children. Furthermore, the type of shelter, food, leisure, and education 
children received depended a lot on their parent’s resources. But this does not 
imply that children did not have any role. They contributed hugely in their own 
upbringing. They were obliged to work in order to contribute to their families and 
also to financed part of their educational, food, and leisure requirements. This is 
due to the inadequacy of the available social resources and abject poverty in 
which their families live. Secondly, although the pavement- and slum-dwelling 
children depended a lot on parents, they have also managed to build strong 
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relationships with peers and friends. Children also interacted with shopkeepers, 
NGO workers, police officers, restaurant owners, and other employers on a daily 
basis.  
4.2 Relationship with Family Members 
 
In my study, the majority of the pavement- and slum-dwelling children lived with 
their family members. Fifty-eight children lived together with both of their 
biological parents. Two children lived with a step parent. Six children lived with 
their biological mothers, all of whom were widowed. The remaining four children 





















Organisation of Childrens Family
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 In India, there has been increased rural-to-urban migration, facilitated by 
improved communication, transportation and urban development. Seeking work 
opportunities in cities, families migrate from the village homes with their children 
(Reddy 2000). Due to the scarcity of agricultural and non-agricultural jobs in the 
rural areas, large numbers of people migrate to the cities. There is a significant 
diversity in the migratory pattern. Some families migrate for short durations and it 
is mostly for agricultural work. They travel in small family groups over short 
distances and in highly scattered areas. This type of migration may take place 
throughout the year. The other type of migration is for industrial or agro-industrial 
work and may be for larger duration, sometimes lasting up to more than a year.  
The migrants usually belong to the “most marginalized and impoverished section 
of society – schedule caste (SC), schedule tribe (ST), and other backward class 
(OBC) who are landless and possess the least amount of assets, skills, or 
education. The dominant age profile of migrants is between 21 and 50 years of 
age. The older and younger people also accompany and contribute to their family 
income” (Smita 2012: 276).  
In my study, all of the children had migrated from their villages with their 
parents. Parents of a few children informed me that they migrated to the city in 
search of jobs as their village earnings would sometimes not suffice for even two 
daily meals. The children maintained close ties with their parents, especially with 
their mothers, who appeared to play a very strong role in running the family. All 
the mothers were engaged in unskilled employment – usually as domestic helpers, 
working in multiple houses. A few of them worked as shop helpers and cleaners. 
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One of the children’s mothers had quit working after being afflicted by severe 
asthma.  
Shyam, (16 years old), shared his thoughts about his mother’s hard work: 
 
I used to live in a bustee (slum), where I had many friends. But my slum 
was forcibly destroyed by police. Now we live in another bustee (slum) 
which is extremely dirty. I don’t like this place. I don’t want to be friends 
with boys here. Here, people try to sell drugs like ganja (Marijuana). Most 
of the boys are not studying. When I try to study, they put loud music on 
the radio. I get distracted. I asked them to lower the volume but they don’t 
listen. Moreover, the house is so small that the four of us cannot live in it 
properly. I asked my ma (mother) to change this house. But we could not 
do it. She is the only earning member in our family. She works as kajer 
lok (domestic help) in three houses. My baba (father) has a nerve problem 
and cannot work. Ma is taking care of all the expenses. She buys father’s 
asudh (medicine), my school books, my sister’s school uniform, books and 
other things. She leaves at 6 in the morning and comes back by 11. Then 
she cooks lunch for my father and does all the housework. In the evening 
she leaves at 4 and then comes back at around 9. I try to help her by 
cooking the dinner. But she scolds me that I should study. She wants me to 
be a doctor. When I see my mother working so hard, I feel very sad. But 
hopefully after finishing my school I will get a good job and I will never 
let ma work again. 
 
Jhuma (an 11-year-old girl) in one of her drawings shown below drew herself 
with her mother. The drawing strongly conveys the feeling of being both loved 




Drawing 9: My mother 
 
When asked about this drawing she replied: 
My ma (mother) is the one who runs my poribar (family). I am 
very proud of my mother and would like to be like her when I 
grow up. 
 
Another girl, Sumitra (15 years old), wrote in her diary about her family: 
 
My name is Sumitra. I am 15 years old. I study in Standard Seven. I used 
to live in a gram (village) in Medinipur District. There we had a small 
matir badi (mud house). We are four sisters. I am the third one. When I 
was two years old, my baba (father) passed away from a asuk (disease). 
After my father’s death my eldest sister took the responsibility for our 
home. She came to Kolkata and started working in a garment factory. My 
mother worked in a landlord’s house as a kajer lok (domestic helper). But 
she was paid less money. She struggled to feed the three of us. And on 
some days she would sleep without eating anything. Due to this she fell ill. 
Our world came to a standstill. It was difficult for my elder sister to 
support our poribar (family) through her income. That’s when my mother 
decided to also move to Kolkata. We started living in a bustee (slum) near 
Kalighat. My mother and second sister got jobs as kajer lok (domestic 
helpers). My mother’s and both sisters’ income helped me and my 
younger sister to go to school. We were admitted to Nabadisha Centre in 
2003. This was the beginning of our school life. I am very thankful to God 
for giving us a wonderful mother. My mother has gone through a lot of 
problems to help me and my sister have a good life. I want to study hard 
so that I become something in life and take care of my mother. I want to 




           This description of Sumitra’s life in which she is supported by her family 
members, especially her mother and sisters, typifies the children’s strong 
attachment to their family members. The children took note of their mothers 
toiling and held them in high esteem. Currently, most children were engaged in 
some form of employment to contribute to the family income in an attempt to 
reduce the burden on their parents, especially the mother. Children felt strongly 
towards both working and education as means to support their family both now 
and in the future. This is similar to Christina Torren’s (2011) findings among the 
Fijian children. The Fijian children were asked to write an essay on their plans 
about their future. Most of the children’s essays  referred to looking after their 
parents and thus repaying their own upbringing.  This finding clearly shows that 
children are made aware of their future obligation either explicitly at home or 
school or through the people they interact with in their daily lives.  
Shalu (13 years old), who lives with her grandmother, missed her mother 
immensely. She narrated her story in the River of Life tool and also in her diary. 
 
Drawing 10: River of Life by Shalu 
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In the River of Life tool, Shalu mentioned that some of the good things that 
happened in her life so far included getting admitted in Nabadisha Centre, her 
birthday, admission to formal school, and securing first position in Standard 
Three. The bad things in her life included her mother leaving her and going to 
Mumbai for work, for she misses her mother a lot, and getting bad marks in class. 
In her diary Shalu elaborated about her mother: 
When I was three years old, my ma (mother) left me with my thakuma 
(maternal grandmother) to work in Mumbai.  My thakuma told me that 
right after I was born my baba (father) left my mother and married another 
woman. This forced my mother to go back and live with my thakuma in 
order to be able to work. She was working as a babysitter in a big house in 
Mumbai. She would often call on my mama’s (mother’s brother) phone 
and I would talk to her. She regularly sent money for me. When I was 10 
years old, she stopped calling. We tried to contact the house where she 
worked and they told us that she moved to Bangalore. After that I never 
heard from her. My thakuma reported to the police station about her 
disappearance. Two years have already passed but we could not find her. I 
have never seen my mother in person. I have always only seen her chobi 
(picture). She had told my thakuma that she had wanted to save taka 
(money) and come back to Kolkata after some years. But now I don’t 
know where she is. Some people say that she has died. But I don’t want to 
believe them. I pray to Kali thakur (goddess) everyday so that my mother 
will come back. When I see my bondhu (friends) with their mothers, I feel 
very sad and lonely. Although my thakuma cares for me, I miss my 
mother a lot. I want to meet her and stay with her. 
 
I once accompanied some of the NGO workers to a nearby locality 
referred to as Ward 131 for a survey of out-of-school and drop-out children. This 
survey was being conducted with the support of the State Government of West 
Bengal as part of the Right to Education Bill. This bill is concerned with the 
provision of free and compulsory education to all children between the ages of six 
to fourteen. In the course of our surveying, we encountered a lady who excitedly 
rushed towards us upon hearing of our objectives. She brought us to her slum 
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quarter and told us about her seventeen-year-old daughter who had dropped out of 
school at the age of fifteen because of financial problems. She now wanted to find 
out if it would be possible for her daughter to resume her education. She became 
extremely emotional in narrating her sad story. Although her daughter’s age was 
beyond the permissible age group, her keenness to educate her daughter forced us 
to register her name to inquire if there is any provision to facilitate her re-
enrolment into a school. This first-hand experience reinforced for me how hard 
many mothers are striving for their children’s education.  
Using the Protection Umbrella tool, the children were asked who they 
loved the most. The results are demonstrated in the graphs below. 
 




The majority of children (54%) reported that they love their mothers the most. 
Mothers feed them and take care of all their needs. They also are a major source 
of money, along with being a strong guiding force in the lives of these children. 
The second largest response (25%) was for friends. The children showed a 
preference for spending time in groups of friends. Hanging out in groups is 
beneficial for the older children as they share family problems and personal crises 
with their friends and occasionally loan each other money. The third category of 
response indicated proximity towards Nabadisha teachers and grandmothers 
(5.7%). The last category of response was for fathers and siblings (4.3%). This 
shows how these children are least attached to their fathers. One of the biggest 
reasons for this is that in most cases the father is alcoholic and does not contribute 
anything to the family. Children could often be seen taking care of their siblings, 
but the bond was visibly stronger with friends. Children who mentioned being 
close to their grandmothers were mostly those who had been separated from their 
mothers either by death or abandonment. 
The graph below shows the responses of the children when asked who 




Figure 4: I am safe with 
The responses to this question were evidently similar to their responses to the 
question of who they loved the most. 55% of children reported that they felt safest 
with their mothers. These findings unequivocally indicate that the mothers also 
play the role of a protector in the life of these children. The second most favored 
response by the children was friends (20%), again in congruence with the 
response to the previous question. The third largest response (12.9%) was both 
mother and friends, since some children were not able to choose between the two. 
This clearly shows that children share a close relationship with both their mothers 
and friends. The other responses included siblings (5.7%), fathers (4.3%) and 
Nabadisha teachers (1.4%). 
           A significant majority of the children reported that they loved their 
mothers the most and similarly also reported that they felt the safest with their 
mothers. This demonstrates that mothers played a central role in their lives in 
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spite of long periods of absence during work. Although illiterate, the mothers took 
an active role in the children’s education. One of the strategies of the Nabadisha 
Centre to maintain attendance in classrooms was to involve parents, usually the 
mother, from an early stage, giving them opportunities to voice their concerns and 
suggestions. Consequently, these overburdened mothers felt valued and took 
greater initiative in attending the Centre programmes, sought to know the progress 
of their children and encouraged their children to study. Compared to the fathers, 
they valued education more highly and took more efforts in ensuring their 
children obtain one as leverage for improving their children’s prospects for long-
term economic and social well-being. 
In spite of fathers being the head of families for most of the children, few 
children felt the safest with them or loved them the most. Many fathers were 
perennially jobless and suffered from alcoholism which appeared to be a chronic 
problem. Some children reported on how alcoholism would often be the focus of 
conflict in family life. This frequently led to family violence with the mothers 
usually being the victims. The children would usually be recipients of verbal 
rather than physical abuse. Most of the children reported having been physically 
beaten by their father, and had also seen their mother being beaten by their father. 
In fact, it was not unusual to hear some of the children discussing their mothers 
being beaten by fathers. They appeared not to express too much concern over 
such occurrences, perhaps having experienced them so frequently. Some of the 
adolescent boys and girls in the study expressed a feeling of being devalued and 
disapproved of by their fathers, mainly due to the father’s desire to have them 
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obtain full time employment rather than continue with their education. This made 
them feel disrespected and unloved, and even more distant from their fathers. 
They had also often been threatened with being thrown out of the house, but this 
had never happened thus far.  
Sukumar (13 years old), who works part-time in a restaurant, stated: 
 
I go to formal school. I like padha suna (studying). But my baba (father) 
doesn’t want me to study. He wants me to join him in the car park work. 
My ma (mother) also wants me to study. But baba creates jhagda (fights) 
in the home because of me. I have two younger sisters and one younger 
brother. He thinks if I work then the financial issues will be solved. But I 
don’t want to leave my studies.  
 
  In the River of Life tool, Alka (16 years old) shared her thoughts about her 
relationship with her father. The drawing below shows her response. 
 
 




Alka shared that some of the best things that have happened in her life included 
gaining admission to Nabadisha Centre, winning a dance competition, and 
meeting her favourite actor, Deb. The bad things that have happened in her life 
included a fight with her father, because of which she stopped talking to him, a 
fight with friends, and not attending school for a long time due to some illness. 
Alka stated that her father was not very keen for her to attend school. He always 
taunted her on not washing the clothes properly or cooking food. One day he beat 
her brutally because she came home late. She said that she is only going to school 
because of her mother’s support. 
As has been seen, the family plays a critical and central role in the lives of 
the pavement- and slum-dwelling children. Living with their family members 
provides them protection, support and stability but can also be a source of 
problems and issues in their lives. Due to their close attachment to their family, 
family difficulties are faced by the children too. The Sentence Completion method 
was used to enquire about the saddest memory that these children had. The graph 






Figure 5: My saddest memory 
The highest percentage of responses (64%) indicated that family problems were 
the biggest source of sad memories for these children. These memories ranged 
from the emotional trauma that they faced while migrating to Kolkata to 
witnessing and experiencing domestic violence, mostly at the hands of their 
fathers, to separation of parents, fathers having an accident or serious illness, 
financial issues, and deaths in the family. For some children, fights with siblings 
and verbal abuse by parents constituted their saddest memory. Although almost 
all the children had problems in their families, yet it was humbling to note that a 
considerable percentage (12.9%) of them have noticed pain and suffering around 
them and they are concerned about it. Their saddest memories consisted of 
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witnessing human sufferings such as violence and mishaps on the street and a lack 
of public concern for old and weak people. For instance, one of the children 
shared his fear and sadness at witnessing a gruesome train accident in which no-
one helped the injured person. The next largest group (11%) mentioned friend’s 
problems as their own saddest memory. These included fights amongst friends, 
stealing or cheating by friends, and family problems in their friend’s family, etc. 
The next category of responses included the difficulties that children regularly 
encounter on the streets (8.6%), such as sleeping on the pavements during winter 
and the rainy season. Most of them wrote about the slum eviction that changed 
their lives in a big way in 2005. The eviction appears to have adversely affected 
almost all the children who were living in the same slum at that time. Two 
children did not respond to this particular question. 
These findings clearly demonstrate the love and support that these children 
receive from their families, especially mothers. Also, friends play a pivotal role in 
each other’s lives. It is heartening to note that these are give-and-take 
relationships, reciprocal in nature. The kids feel for their friends and families 
along with the society at large. They all stand up for each other at all times, and 
these bonds surely make their difficult lives worth living.   
 
4.3 Relationship with Friends 
 
Research has demonstrated the importance of interpersonal relationships 
especially with similarly situated peers in adapting to the essence of street life 
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(Aptekar 1988; Ennew 1994; McCarthy, Hagan and Matin 2002; Smith 2001; 
Rizzini and Butler 2003; Beazley 2003; Mizen 2010). In my study, although most 
of the children have familial support, they also formed self-support networks with 
their peers, on whom they relied heavily. These friends were usually children 
living on the pavements or those who came from the nearby slums. Children also 
made a large fraction of their friends at work. Some of the friends were actually 
cousins.  
It is common to see children moving in groups. For the older children aged 
between fourteen to seventeen the groups are quite tightly knit. Although outside 
the Centre they appeared to group according to age and sex, within the Centre 
there was free interaction amongst both boys and girls of similar ages. The older 
ones also maintained friendly relationships with the younger ones and would look 
after them. Children between the ages of seven and twelve would play together 
without any structure to the group and would include both boys and girls. When 
the older children were queried as to how many friends they had and who they 
were, they replied instantly and usually identified their closest friends who when 
they were also asked, gave matching answers. The younger children, on the other 
hand, seemed unsure of exactly how many friends they had, having mentioned the 
names of many friends but still being able to identify their closest friends.     
The membership of such groups appeared to be flexible and informal. 
Children bonded together because of their similar living conditions, economic 
situations and family backgrounds. Their common experiences formed the basis 
for understanding life and its situations - problems, worries and happiness. The 
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relationships were based on trust, care, reciprocity, and convenience. Among 
friends, children offered mutual support by the lending of money, sharing food 
and looking after each other in times of need. It is quite common for a sick boy or 
girl to be taken to the hospital or to the health clinic by his friends. Some 
examples of the group of friends are shown below: 
 
Figure 6: A group of friends of age group 15-18 
The above depicts a group of friends with each line connecting the boxes showing 
friendship between them. For example, Aarti’s friends were Seema, Alka, Suraj, 
Shyam and Jaganath.  This group of friends were amongst the oldest children at 
the Nabadisha Centre and they all lived in the same slum. Apart from Jaganath 
and Kochi, the rest were enrolled in formal schools. Their friendship began at the 
Centre and they have known each other since the age of five or six. These 
children were highly regarded by most of the younger children, and also by the 
teachers who counted them as being role models. This group included both boys 
and girls who freely mingled in the Centre and worked together for one of their 













community. This will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 7. Upon leaving 
the Centre, the girls would usually separate from the boys and move in girls-only 
groups on the street, since some of the parents were against public display of 
friendships between boys and girls. These children had a strong bond between 
them and shared stories of how they have helped each other. For instance, when 
Shyam’s father was unwell and hospitalized, all his friends above collected 




Figure 7: A group of friends of age group 12-14 
 
Another example of a group was displayed by some of the younger boys who 
stayed and worked on the pavement of Kalighat. Except for Sanju and Raju who 
lived with their grandparents, all the other boys were living with their parents. 
Only Arun was living with his uncle (father’s younger brother) and aunt after his 
biological parents had deserted him. He considered his uncle and aunt to be his 
own parents. These boys were often seen sharing food, playing football and 
watching films. They would contribute money and buy tickets for films. However, 
if anyone in the group did not have enough money, the other friend paid for his 










when needed. They also worked as rag pickers in the morning. Kapil, who was 
considered to be the naughtiest by the Nabadisha teachers and other children, 
bonded well with all the other children in the group. Children occasionally fought, 
for instance when Kapil was bullied by some adults in front of his friends, Raju, 
Subir, and Sanju, and they did not come to support him. He got angry and stopped 
talking to them for almost a week. 
 Working as a group and sharing their income is a popular practice among 
the boys, no matter what job they take up for earning their living. Among the rag- 
pickers, it was quite common for two or three boys to work in partnership to 
collectively search for recyclables and later divide the income equally. New 
friend’s usually teamed up with more experienced ones and shared the income 
while they learnt the job to identify the recyclables, to separate them into 
categories before taking them to the junkyard to weigh them and get the payment. 
Boys would also work in groups when they unloaded vegetables, rice, and other 
food items from trucks into the restaurants. Some boys paired up for minding 
shoes outside the temple. The income earned while working in groups would 
usually be equally distributed. Through their cooperative efforts children were 
able to go through the everyday situations on the street, with a sense of belonging 
and greater confidence as they also acquired new knowledge and skills. 
Well-established children with stronger social connections not only helped 
friends to gain access to work opportunities but also helped during personal 
problems. In a number of instances, children who have been working for a long 
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time narrated how they had tried to convince their employers to give an 
opportunity to their friends if a need arose.  Kapil (12 years old) stated: 
I work in a restaurant in Kalighat. My malik (employer) is a bhalo manush 
(good person). He trusts me and my family. When my close friend Subir 
was looking for a job, I approached my malik and he immediately agreed 
to give him a job in the restaurant. I try to help my friends in need because 
I know how difficult it is for the family to live without money. 
 
Suraj (17 years old), when asked about his friends, told me: 
Although I am friendly to most of the children in the Centre and also 
inpara (locality), I have five close friends. I have known them since my 
childhood. We spend a lot of time together. We play cricket and football 
in the park. They are my biggest support other than my ma (mother). 
Once, my friend Sujit was thrown out of the Centre because he 
misbehaved with one of the girls in the Centre. I approached the Centre 
teachers and made my friend apologize to the teachers as well as the girl. 
As I am the oldest student of the Centre, everyone likes me and they gave 
Sujit another chance because of my good reputation. Whenever possible I 
try to help my friends.  
 
In comparison, girls used their friendships for companionship, which plays an 
important role in sharing their problems, giving them confidence, security and 
fun. Alka (16 years old), who always roamed around in a group of five, said: 
I am very close to my bondhu (friends), especially Aarti and Seema. I 
speak to them almost every day. I have known them since my childhood. 
We used to live in the same bustee (slum) earlier, but after the eviction we 
had to move to different places. We usually meet at the Nabadisha Centre. 
I discuss everything with my friends and I know that they will always give 
me the right advice. Once, my baba (father) had beaten me badly. I was 
bruised and determined to make a police complaint against him. But my 
friends stopped me from doing so. Now I feel glad that I listened to my 
friends’ advice. A police complaint would have spoilt my father’s izzat 
(honour). Although I still don’t talk to him, I don’t want to cause him any 
harm. 
 
Aarti (15 years old) who was also part of this group said: 
130 
 
They are my bondhu (friends) since childhood. They know everything 
about my life. We have lived together for many years. I sometimes jhagda 
(fight) with them but usually after 2-3 days it all gets sorted out. I love my 
friends and they always help me out.  
 
Having an understanding of each other’s lives, friends would share everything, 
from family problems to experiences at school or work, the latest movies to the 
fights they had witnessed in their areas, and so on. Some of the children discuss 
all aspects of their lives with their friends, while others are ashamed to reveal 
certain family circumstances and look to friends more as a source of fun.  
It is also common for the children to take other new children to the NGO 
centres and introduce them to the ways in which they could benefit from the 
NGOs. Children have detailed knowledge of the NGOs operating in their 
respective areas and they approach them based on their needs. They usually go to 
NGOs in groups for informal education, food, learning song and dance or keeping 
their belonging. Therefore, the decision to quit an NGO is also taken collectively. 
When an NGO does not take account of children’s social ties, children very easily 
shift from one NGO to another.  
The pavement- and slum-dwelling children of Kalighat drew immensely 
upon each other’s resources in their daily life and not just in crisis situations. 
Their relationship among friends demonstrates their capacity for cooperation, 
exchange and compassion. However, the children strongly believed in reciprocal 
exchange, according to which favours done were expected to be returned in some 
form or other. It is common for a friend to pay for a videogame for another friend 
who may not have any money at that time. The assumption and expectation would 
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be that this friend would pay for his videogame the next time, or buy him food 
next time, or lend him money when he needs it.  As long as there is mutual 
respect for reciprocity, various kinds of exchanges among the children strengthen 
their friendship. But sometimes when favours are not returned, the relationship 
may turn bitter and often results in conflicts, avoidance, or very calculated, 
cautious, and limited interaction.  
 
4.4 Relationships with Other Adult Stakeholders 
 
Apart from family and friends, children maintained social relationships with a few 
other adults who are associated with their lives on a regular basis. These include 
their teachers, employers and the local policemen.  
 
4.4.1 Relationship with NGO Workers 
All of the children had experience of assistance provided by an organisation 
working with pavement- and slum-dwelling children. Nabadisha Centre was 
popular among the children and liked by a majority of children because it was the 
place where they could meet their friends privately. The teachers of the Centre are 
seen as mentors in most cases. The teachers helped children not just in their 
education but also by providing them advice when children were facing any crisis.  
    The Centre teachers had to perform different duties such as conducting classes 
for children of different age groups, enrolling their names for formal school, 
arranging for mid-day meals and managing the Centre. In spite of that, teachers 
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found time to interact with the children and their families on a regular basis. 
Sujata (9 years old) stated: 
When I don’t come to the Centre for more than two days, Mita didimouni 
(teacher) always asks my friends [where I am]. One day she came looking 
for me at the rasta (pavement) where I live. She is very affectionate and I 
like being around her. 
  
Another girl, Bhavani (17 years old), narrated her proximity with one of the 
volunteer teachers, Rashmi, who usually works in Kalighat Centre during her 
holidays. 
I have known didimouni (teacher) for more than ten years. She has always 
supported me. I am indebted to her because of the two important things 
she has done for me. After our bustee (slum) was evicted we had no place 
to go. I and my mother lived on the railway platform for two days. When I 
told this to Rashmi didi, she took both of us to her home. She allowed us 
to stay with her for almost twenty days. After that my mother found a 
place in a nearby bustee. She not only allowed me to stay at her place but 
paid for my medical expenses when I had an eye problem. Ever since I 
was a young girl I had difficulty seeing with my right eye. In 2006, I 
started to have problem in my left eye and I felt that I would lose my 
vision. This thought scared me so much that I stopped eating, lost interest 
in my studies and did not go to work for almost one week. When I told 
this to Nabadisha Centre, they took me to the health clinic where the 
doctor advised to consult an eye specialist. My mother did not have 
enough money to take me to a bigger hospital. The Centre teachers could 
not help me. That’s when I spoke to Rashmi didi. She took me to a big 
hospital where the entire eye tests were done. The eye doctor assured me 
that my left eye was fine and I will not lose my vision. I was so happy to 
hear that. I can never forget what didi has done for me. She paid all the 
hospital bills. When I and my mother offered to work at her home as kajer 
lok (domestic help), she declined. She told me that if I finish my exams 
well, she will be happy. 
 
These excerpts show how the teachers are trying to help the children in different 
ways. Children were often seen discussing personal problems and family issues 




4.4.2 Relationship with Police 
The Nabadisha Centres are run in collaboration with the local police and are 
located either within the compound of police stations or close to a police station. 
This helps the children to form amicable relationships with the police officers. I 
visited nine Nabadisha Centres out of which six were located in the vicinity of a 
police station and three were located inside the police station compound. It is 
generally perceived that pavement- and slum-dwelling children are routinely 
beaten up on the street by the police and thus fear police officers. I observed a 
different scenario where children were being taught by police officers, on a 
weekly basis and observed how the students sometimes also shared their 
problems. This approach not only helps the children but also their family 
members to interact with the police freely and without fear. This in turn also helps 
the police in maintaining law and order. Raju (13 years old) stated: 
My dadu (grandfather) was falsely accused of stealing from the restaurant 
where he worked. My grandmother was very scared. I along with my 
thakuma (grandmother) spoke to the bodo babu (police in charge) of 
Kalighat police station. He immediately recognized me. He spoke with the 
restaurant malik (owner) and my grandfather was released from the jail. In 
fact we did not have to pay a single penny as the bado babu (police in 
charge) took care of all the formalities. 
 
The police officers would often interact with children inside and outside the 
Centre. These interactions were mainly regarding the children’s progress in 
formal and informal school. The children were courteous and well behaved in 
front of the officers. Their relationship appeared more formal as compared to the 
relation that they shared with NGO workers. I observed that some of the officers 
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would enquire about children and their family on a regular basis. Mr Kumar, 
Inspector in Kalighat police station stated: 
Nabadisha Centre is trying to help the poor children and their family. It’s a 
good initiative by the police department. I really enjoy teaching these kids. 
They are talented but because of their poor background they are unable to 
continue their studies. I genuinely feel that their parents should also be 
involved in this programme; only then can we help these children. 
 
However, children also narrated about an incident when the police officers beat 
them and their family while evicting them from their slum. This incident had a 
great impact on children’s lives. Some older boys also gave accounts of them or 
their family members being threatened or beaten by the police officers when there 
were incidences of stealing from the local shops, fights on the street or when their 
father was creating ruckus in the area after getting drunk. Children pointed out 
that sometimes when there is a case of theft or burglary in the locality, some of 
the pavement living families, mostly the male members, are targeted by the 
police. They are often taken into custody based on suspicion alone. Some-times 
the allegations are proved to be valid and hence the family member is jailed, but 
most of the time they are freed after spending 2-3 days in jail. 
 
4.4.3 Relationship with Employers 
Many children had good relationships with some of their employers. For instance, 
there was a favourite junkyard owner amongst the children who were involved in 
rag-picking. He was popular for giving them different kinds of support. He would 
pay the children a reasonable amount and also gave them small loans as 
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requested. This owner would regularly invite the children during festivals for new 
clothes and a special meal. He would allow the children to play with friends at the 
junkyard. While the children benefit from maintaining a good relationship with 
the junkyard owners, it is also in the junkyard owner’s interest to make sure that 
the children would continue to sell to him. The owners of the restaurants where 
some of the children regularly bought their meals formed another source of social 
resource. They not only provided food on credit, but also gave small loans and 
occasionally allowed the children to keep their belongings with them. Sometimes, 
children were also allowed to do dish-washing in return for food. 
Children are not only concerned about their family and friends. Most of 
them in fact wanted to do something for the betterment of society at large. They 
are aware of the situations and needs of other poor families living on the 
pavement and in the slums around them, and they desire to help them. This is also 
demonstrated in one of the questions posed to the children in the protection 
umbrella tool, which was an enquiry on what they would do if they were given 
godly powers. Interestingly, more children wanted to make a contribution towards 
uplifting the society in general rather than benefiting themselves personally or 





Figure 8: If I was god what would I do 
Almost half of the children (47%) responded with concerns for the welfare of the 
entire society. One of the recurring responses from among this group was help for 
poor people so they can lead a better life. They want to do something for 
everybody and not just themselves. Some children want to clean the area and 
provide sanitation facilities to all the poor people living on the pavement or in the 
slum. Similarly, some also wanted to build houses for the people who live on the 
pavement, eradicate drug use from the country, and especially shut all the alcohol 
shops so that their father would stop drinking, make everyone speak the truth, and 
punish people who commit crimes. When children were asked how they could 
achieve this, most of them reported that they would take the help of police and 
NGO workers and people from political parties for constructing houses and 
137 
 
building sanitation facilities, catching thieves, and stopping the use of drugs and 
alcohol in their locality. This is heartening to learn if we consider the meager 
conditions in which these children themselves reside. They still empathize with 
the world around them and in spite or perhaps because of all the plights and 
suffering that they go through, empathy with the rest of humanity is still very 
much alive within their minds. This is an interesting finding that children are not 
just concerned about themselves and their family but also about the well being of 
the society. As Christina Torren (2011) in her study among Fijian children has 
pointed out, although children’s ideas are uniquely theirs they are also formed 
through child’s intersubjective engagement with the world. For instance, children 
in the present study wanted to improve the living conditions for poor people by 
providing access to water and sanitation facilities. This was definitely a result of 
the interactions that children had had in the Nabadisha Centre, and the things they 
had learned about the world from those with whom they were surrounded – such 
as police, NGO workers, volunteers (both local and international), as well as 
employers. 
 The second most common response (27%) from the children was more specific to 
family welfare. The responses ranged from helping their mother to cross the road 
to building a house for parents, prevent their father from drinking alcohol and 
beating their mother, earning money for family needs, and educating their parents 
and siblings. It was interesting to observe children attempting to share their 
education to their elders, demonstrating their agency in desiring to progress their 
own parents. The third largest category of responses (14%) was characterized by 
sharing the blessings with all. This category included responses such as ‘bless 
everyone in the world’, ‘fulfill people’s wishes’, ‘love everyone’ and ‘not make 
anyone poor’. The next largest group of responses (10%) was concerned with 
health and healing. Although most of the children wanted to cure illnesses 
affecting their family members, a few also wanted to cure all the sick people in 
the society. The last category (1%) includes responses such as everyone should 







This chapter has reflected on the strong presence and importance of the social 
relationships and support networks developed by the pavement- and slum-living 
children in Kolkata, by exploring certain aspects of their everyday lives. These 
economically challenged children exhibit a significant responsibility towards their 
families. They realize that their contribution is required towards the household 
expenses and make considerable efforts to play their role well even while being 
constrained by limited financial resources and opportunities. Mothers also 
similarly share the responsibility of raising the children by working hard to 
provide them with food, encouraging them to study and looking after their needs.  
It is indeed quite interesting to observe how these widely-perceived ‘ill-
fated’ children care not only about their family and friends but also desire to help 
the needy people in the society. They have strong sentiments towards people 
living in adverse conditions and aspire to improve the overall scenario by a 
willingness to work in coordination with Government, Police, NGOs and the 
community as a whole. 
Many NGO and government initiatives have not been as effective in 
improving the lives of children living on the pavement or slums, because of their 
focus being directed only towards the children and neglecting what actually 
matters to them. These programmes tend to underestimate the importance of the 
social relationships that the children develop around themselves. Children’s 
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quality of life is dependent on their social relationships with their parents, peers 
and other adults. Therefore, anything done for the children alone is not enough 
and often meaningless, unless similar benefits are extended to their near and dear 
ones. Many children on the pavement and in the slums would like to improve 
their entire locality by having proper sanitation facilities, safe environment and 
clean surroundings. Thus, policy-makers need to pay more attention to providing 
a more comprehensive package of social policies and involving children in the 
policy-making process. It is crucial to listen to children’s voice in planning 
projects that are both child-centred and context-specific as their participation can 
























I met Suraj, (17 years old) in the Nabadisha Centre. He is currently preparing for 
his 10th board exams. He goes to Future Hope School34
 I was born on 28th May 1995 in Kolkata. My three elder brothers were 
born in the village, when my family used to live in a village. I grew up in a 
slum where day and night I saw people fighting with each other, usually 
drunk, and using foul language. I started to use the same language. My 
mother would go to work early in the morning and I would get up by eight 
or nine. After that for the whole day I used to roam around on the street 
and play with my friends without having breakfast, lunch or snacks. At 
that time we were not in a position to eat every day. When I got money 
somehow, then I ate what I liked. I have my friends in this area, one of my 
closest friend is Kochi. Once, Kochi took me to find a job in a wine shop 
in Dakhinapan area. I started working in that with another friend named 
Jaganath. Eventually I started drinking alcohol and started stealing from 
the shops. For the next four to five years, I continued with my petty crimes 
and drinking. And then one day our group got separated after we all 
decided to take different paths. My friend Jaganath, who was a school 
dropout, got enrolled again and continued his studies. Kochi started to 
work in a cycle shop. And I decided to work in another cycle shop. I 
would work in the shop from morning till night and would be paid rupees 
5 every day. I continued to work in this shop for another two years. Every 
day I would see children going to school. Sometimes those kids made fun 
 and also attends the 
Nabadisha Centre. He is one of the most senior students of this Centre.  He 
narrated in an essay he wrote for me in English how he came to know about the 
Centre and how he started attending the classes: 
                                                 
34 Future Hope School is a charitable school established in 1993 by Tim Grandage.  It caters to 
pavement-and slum- living children. It follows the curriculum of Central Board of Secondary 
Education (CBSE) and National Institute of Open School (NIOS) both recognized by Ministry of 
Human Resource Development (MHRD). 
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of me because I was not as rich and smart as they were. I hated everything 
around me. And that’s when I promised myself that one day I will show 
everyone that I am the best. In 1999, Nabadisha Centre opened in our 
locality. I didn’t go to the Centre initially as I was working. One day I saw 
that some of my friends were going somewhere with one of the Centre’s 
teachers. I secretly followed them. I saw that all my friends were 
practising cricket for Nabadisha’s annual sports day. I just sat in one 
corner and started looking at their practice. Suddenly I realized the 
Nabadisha teacher, Gayatri Didi was sitting next to me. She asked me my 
name and what I do.  I told her everything about me. She was very pleased 
with my honesty and asked me to join the Centre. Next day I went to the 
Centre. I started learning slowly. I learnt the alphabet, numbers, poems, 
and many other interesting things. My attention towards education 
increased. I stayed in the Centre for one and a half years. After that I got 
enrolled in a private school named Future Hope with my other friends 
from the Centre, namely Hari and Bhavani. The school is free of cost for 
poor children. I learnt English and started to play rugby. This school 
taught me a lot. The atmosphere of the school was more formal as 
compared to Nabadisha. Nabadisha is more like home. I don’t know why 
some children call it school. I changed a lot after entering the formal 
school. Now I am in tenth standard and preparing for my Board Exams. I 
am very thankful to Nabadisha and Future Hope School for letting me 
learn so much and making me feel that children like me who are born in 
extreme poverty have a future. When I was young I saw many of my 
relatives, friends’ parents, and people in the community dying because 
they had no money to pay for treatment. At that time I always thought of 
opening a small hospital for poor people where they could get free 
treatment. I still have this dream. But now I know it’s very difficult for 
people like me to do something big. I have no financial assistance. I work 
part time in a computer shop and prepare for my exams. It’s difficult to 
balance both education and work. Moreover, I am also responsible for my 
mother. She is old now and can’t work. Sometimes I feel that I will quit 
studies and work full time. But then I realize that all my hard work till 
now will go waste. I am uncertain about my future.  
 
Suraj’s brief narrative of his life – a telling that reflects a desire to improve 
his and his family’s living conditions through education - encapsulates the central 
theme of this chapter, which concerns the pavement- and slum-dwelling 
children’s interaction with literacy. The main themes of this chapter are children’s 
experience with non-formal education such as they receive at the Nabadisha 
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Centre and formal schools, the ways in which they use literacy in their everyday 
life, and their expectations from gaining an education. 
 
5.2 An Overview of the Educational Policy for Primary Education in India 
 
The international community through the United Nations Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights established the human right of all individuals to education. The 
right of children to education was further contextualised in the United Nations 
Convention on the  Rights of the Child (1989) and in the following year, 
culminated in the World Declaration on Education for All (Jomtien 1990). The 
targets established at Jomtien on education for all were not met and led to a 
second global meet at Dakar (2000) which reaffirmed that “All children and 
young people and adults have the human right to benefit from an education that 
will meet their basic learning needs in the best and fullest sense of the term, an 
education that includes learning to know, to do, to live together and to be. It is an 
education geared to tapping each individual’s talents and potential, and 
developing learners’ personalities, so that they can improve their lives and 
transform their societies”.  
The Indian government has been working towards the universalization of 
primary education for more than fifty years. Education has featured in each of 
India’s five-year development plans since 1951. There have been three National 
Policies on Education (NPE) of 1968, 1986, and 1992 which have shaped the 
development of India’s education system (Agarwal and Gupta 2010). Under the 
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NPE, the Government of India has developed several programmes to improve 
education around the nation. Some of the programmes included Lok Jumbish (LJ) 
Project in Rajasthan35, Andhra Pradesh Primary Education Project36, Bihar 
Education Project37, Uttar Pradesh Basic Education Programme38, the Multi State 
District Primary Education Programme (DPEP)39, Total Literacy Campaign 
(TLC)40, and Operation Blackboard41
In 2002, the Indian government established the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan 
(SSA), ‘The Education for All Movement’. This programme was established with 
the aim of achieving universal primary education for all children between the ages 
of six to fourteen by the year 2010. Unlike previous NPEs, the quality of 
education was of concern. The curriculum and standard of education was 
standardised at a central level and instructions and materials were designed and 
disseminated then to local schools. As a government programme, funding was 
 (Government of India 1997).  
                                                 
35 Lok Jumbish (LJ) - Education for All - is a movement started in 1989 aimed at ensuring 
education for all in the Indian state of Rajasthan through mobilization of the community. The three 
major focal points of LJ are: universal access to primary education, universal retention of children 
up to 14 years of age and substantial improvement in the quality of education to enable all children 
to achieve essential levels of learning. 
36Andhra Pradesh Primary Education Project started in 1983 with the aim of improving the 
primary education in the project area. The project emphasized the enhancement of teacher’s 
training and assisted in the construction of primary school buildings. 
37 Bihar Education Project represents the first major attempt in India to include the broad range of 
national Education for All concerns, issues, and strategies in one large-scale operational 
programme. 
38 Uttar Pradesh Basic Education Project implemented projects at the grass root level with the help 
of Vernacular Education Centres (VEC). The project attempted to operationalize the concept of 
school complexes to provide resource support to school. 
39 District Primary Education Programme was launched in 1994 as a major initiative to revitalize 
the primary education system in 150 districts spread over fifteen states and to achieve the 
objective of universalization of primary education.  
40 The Total Literacy Campaigns (TLC) was launched in 1992 and accepted as the dominant 
strategy for eradication of adult illiteracy in India. The campaigns are area-specific, time-bound, 
volunteer-based, cost-effective and outcome-oriented. The thrust is on attainment of functional 
literacy through prescribed norms of literacy and numeracy. 
41 Operation Blackboard is a centrally sponsored programme which was started in 1987 and was 
released to supply the bare minimum crucial facilities to all primary schools in the country. The 
objective of the scheme is providing students studying in primary settings with the necessary 
institutional equipment and instructional material to facilitate their education. 
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allotted in the national budget, and the international community also stepped up to 
provide aid. Financial assistance came from organizations like the World Bank, 
the European Commission, and even the United Kingdom’s Department for 
International Development (DFID), which shows the significance and impact of 
the programme (Agarwal and Gupta 2010). Over the next few years, India saw a 
considerable increase in primary school enrolment (Roy and Khan 2003). 
With the relative success of Sarva Shisha Abhiyan (SSA) the Indian 
government unveiled the Right to Free and Compulsory Education (RTE) Act, 
passed by the Indian Parliament in 2009 and implemented by 2010. The RTE Act 
is a direct continuation of the SSA and was enacted by parliament since the SSA 
being a government programme did not carry as much significance as a 
parliament act. Being part of the constitution, it is now legally binding for local 
and state governments. The main function of the RTE Act is that it makes 
education a fundamental and legally provided right of every child between the 
ages of six and fourteen years, also making primary education compulsory for all. 
Under the Ministry of Human Resource Development’s (MHRD) implementation, 
this primary education is meant to be provided without any form of discrimination 
or admission screening procedures, and without charging any fees. There is also a 
provision in the Act that requires private schools to reserve 25% of seats for 
children from lower income and marginalized communities (Narang 2010). 
However, this Act has been criticized on various fronts. Supporters of 
early childhood development have objected to the discrimination against an age 
group (0-6) and they emphasized that pre-primary education should be included in 
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the Act. Another critical viewpoint concerns the phrase ‘free and compulsory’. 
There is no mention of what quality of education will be provided for free. 
Previous government programmes such as SSA and DPEP, although they have 
managed to set up a number of schools in both rural and urban areas, remain 
criticized for the lack of outcome assessment, being ineffective and corruption-
ridden.  
In spite of the numerous Indian Government policies to provide universal 
primary education, many children have still not been able to gain admission to 
schools. This has particularly been noted in urban parts of India, where a huge 
population of children live and work in harsh conditions. This includes pavement- 
and slum dwelling children, children of prisoners, children of commercial sex 
workers and many other urban disadvantaged groups. In order to specifically 
target such children, the government initiated an alternative medium of education 
termed Non Formal Education (NFE). The government realised the potential 
benefit of collaborating with the numerous non-governmental organisations that 
had been working with such children. This programme began in 1978 and was 
later expanded in 1987-88 with the aim to cover urban slums and areas with large 
concentrations of working children. I shall review the field of non-formal 







5.3 Non-Formal Education in India 
 
Non-formal education (NFE) has been introduced as an important alternative 
educational format in many parts of the world (Ahmad et al. 1991; Torres 1994; 
Wagner 2000; Lauglo 2001; UNESCO 2005). UNESCO has defined Non-formal 
education as “Any organized and sustained educational activities that do not 
correspond exactly to the definition of formal education. Non-formal education 
may therefore take place both within and outside educational institutions, and 
cater to persons of all ages. Depending on country contexts, it may cover 
educational programmes to impart adult literacy, basic education for out-of-school 
children, life-skills, work-skills, and general culture. Non-formal education 
programmes do not necessarily follow the ladder system and may have differing 
durations and may or may not confer certification of the learning achieves.” 
(1997:41) 
Non-formal education programmes have proven to be useful means to 
provide educational opportunities to disadvantaged groups such as working 
children, illiterate adults, girls, street children who are not being served by the 
formal education system (Ahmed et al. 1991; Blunt and Barnhardt 1994). Some of 
these programmes provide specific skills to youth and adults that they may not 
receive through formal schools (Cummings and Dall 1995:44). Moreover, these 
programmes have been regarded as an important avenue for experimentation, 
innovation, and intervention to ameliorate deep-rooted problems that have made 
education inaccessible to marginalized groups.  
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In a 1974 educational report, the Ministry of Education, India defined non-
formal education as that which is meant to cover the various educational needs of 
non-school going children or ‘drop outs’ in programmes oriented to help children 
to improve their work, earnings, health, family life and understanding of the 
natural and social surroundings and with the programmes being differentiated 
based on conditions prevailing in different environments. Since 1979, the Indian 
government, through the respective state governments has been working in 
collaboration with voluntary organisations to impart non-formal education mainly 
addressed towards non-school going children and school dropouts to facilitate 
their entry or re-entry into formal schooling (Acharya 1997; World Bank 1997). 
The non-formal education programmes in India are required to be flexible, 
have a relevant curriculum and suitable learning activities to meet the needs of the 
learners and be run in a decentralised administrative structure. That is, they are 
meant to be sensitive to the local context, to be flexible in the calendar they 
follow, to employ local teachers, to utilize child-centred methods to teach 
children, and to use local language for instruction (Dave 1992). For example, the 
1997 records of the National Council of Educational Research and Training 
(NCERT) revealed that 250,000 non-formal education centres catered to seven 
million children (NCERT 1997). 
 
5.3.1 Issues with Non-Formal Education 
Non-formal education programmes have received wide attention and 
implementation especially in developing countries. In spite of their low 
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administrative costs, public funding has globally remained neglected. There are 
only a few cases where governments have developed national frameworks for 
non-formal education’s sustained provision (UNESCO 2007). Many of these 
programmes do not address the important cultural and social issues in the local 
areas in which they have been implemented, and this has resulted in them 
appearing to provide superficial solutions to people’s problems. And in many 
instances, as Torres (1994), claimed, NFE pedagogical achievements have left 
much to be desired, since the dominant conception of literacy in many of these 
programmes has been of a skill or technique to be taught to passive learners. Due 
to the lack of analysis of the teaching-learning process, little has been done to 
ensure continuity and sustainability of efforts beyond each particular programme. 
In spite of the history of non-formal education programmes in various 
parts of India, they haven’t been very successful in increasing school enrolments 
or improving the quality of education. They remain widely perceived as being 
inferior to formal schooling system. For instance, The Citizen’s Initiatives on 
Elementary Education in India (1997) decried the programmes, asserting that 
except for a few successful innovations in collaborations with NGOs, the bulk of 
non-formal education has in effect been “substandard, second grade education 
doled out to the poor” (p15).  
 The quality of education imparted by the non-formal programmes has 
suffered due to their lower funding which has led to these programmes 
functioning with poor quality resources and minimal infrastructure with relatively 
inexperienced teachers. For instance in many State run non-formal education 
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resource centres have typically prepared learning materials and teacher’s guides, 
along with a blackboard and stationary articles (World Bank 1997).  
In order to accommodate working children, many ongoing non-formal 
education programmes have been held for 1-2 hours, often in the afternoons or 
nights at locations convenient to the children, such as homes, after hours in 
schools, or in other public buildings. Interestingly, one of the NGOs in Mumbai 
has modified a local bus to form a mobile school that goes to various locations 
where children live and work mainly areas that do not have access to schools.42
Some researchers and policy-makers have questioned the purpose of non-
formal education vis-à-vis the formal education system and also whether non-
formal education is to be “complementary, supplementary, compensatory, or an 
alternative” to the formal system (Dave 1992:78). There have been questions on 
the advisability of running two systems of education where one is often perceived 
as ‘inexpensive’ and the other more ‘legitimate’ (Dave, 1992), and the cost 
incurred in doing so when an existing formal system could be developed into a 
better resourced and credible education system for children from all backgrounds. 
 
This approach has been criticised for being unfair in expecting children to study a 
primary level curriculum within such short periods after their long working hours. 
Moreover, some have criticised the basic acceptance and flexibility towards child 
work underlying such non-formal education programmes. Wazir (2002:14) stated 
that “full time formal school is the only institution that focuses exclusively on 
children and therefore remains the only way of keeping children out of work.” 
                                                 
42 Magic Bus – More can be learnt at www.magicbus.org 
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 It has been observed that many existing non-formal education centres 
function as simple imitators of the system that they are supposed to improve. Thus 
they have carried over the weaknesses and inflexibilities of the formal system to 
the disadvantaged children. In some instances, local communities have withdrawn 
their support on finding the programmes to be unresponsive or un-tailored to the 
needs of their children (NCERT 1997).  
Despite the drawbacks and questions that have plagued non-formal 
education over the years, there have been numerous instances when non-formal 
education intervention strategies have not only been successful despite existing 
socio-cultural, economic, and system constraints, but have pointed the way 
toward innovations that have either been adopted by the formal education system, 
or contributed to children’s increased school participation in the long run (Dave 
1992; Lok Jumbish 1998; Wazir 2002). 
 With this background I aim to explore the significance of ‘Nabadisha’, 
which is a non-formal educational Centre for the pavement- and slum-living 
children in Kolkata. The following section will briefly outline the background and 
the functioning of this Centre. 
 
5.4 Nabadisha Centre: School for Poor Children 
 
There are large numbers of organizations that work for providing education to 
poor children in India. The Nabadisha Centre which I chose to volunteer at was 
started in July 1999 by Vikramshila, a non-governmental organization (NGO) in 
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collaboration with Kolkata Police. Vikramshila has been working in the field of 
education with a mission of ‘making quality education a reality for all children’ 
since 1989.  The Nabadisha project was started with the aim of mainstreaming 
out-of-school children to formal schools after a period of 3-4 years while also 
working with formal schools for quality improvement. Presently, the project runs 
in 20 centres. It caters to about 1800 children of age group 3-16. The centres are 
managed by 55 teachers of Vikramshila. The centres have categorized the 
children into four sets of learners: a) preschoolers, b) primary level, for those 
enrolled only in these centres, c) post-primary level, for those who have been 
mainstreamed into government schools and also attend the centres, d) secondary 
level, for those who have moved beyond the upper primary level and still attend 
the centres for tuition. The centres follow a multilingual approach as children 
come from a mix of Hindi, Bengali, and Urdu speaking homes. Nabadisha, 
however, is not just an educational intervention; it provides children with food, 
health and counselling services, lockers to store possessions, and toilet facilities, 
not including showers or washing. 
I volunteered as a teacher at the Kalighat and Lake Nabadisha Centres 
during the course of my research study. One of my main aims was to obtain an 
understanding of the children’s perspectives on their experience of obtaining 
education and the meaning they associated with it and the usefulness of these 
learned literacy practices in their daily life. The Kalighat Nabadisha Centre is 
located inside the Kalighat Police Station. It consists of one room measuring 
approximately four hundred square feet. The children coming to Kalighat 
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Nabadisha can be divided into three groups based on their age. The first group 
comprises children of age range three to seven. They are not enrolled in any 
formal school. They come for basic learning. The second group comprises 
children of age range eight to fourteen; some of them are enrolled in formal 
schools while some are being prepared for enrolment after they acquire a certain 
level of knowledge. The last group comprises children of age range fifteen to 
eighteen. In this group some children are enrolled in formal schools and some 
have dropped out.  The children who came to Nabadisha were aware of the fact 
that they had to take part in the literacy-related instruction that takes place for five 
to six hours each week. During my initial interactions with them, most of the 
children responded that they came to Nabadisha for education, and that food and 
the space offered by the Centre were a secondary concern. The Nabadisha 
teachers, on the other hand, stated that the space provided by the Centre is the 
primary reason for children to come there. Some children, however, countered 
this by saying that they could find shelter near the temple and earn much more 
money than they do now, since there would be no claims on their time if they 
were not attending classes. 
There were different reasons for children to come to the Centre based on 
their age group and requirements. The younger children enjoyed playing with the 
toys at the Centre and were sent by their parents for regular lunch too. The older 
children would come to meet their friends as well as to store their valuables 
safely. Some came for the extra tuition classes designed to help them with their 
studies in formal schools. There was a lot of fluidity in terms of attendance by 
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children with a significant portion coming irregularly. While this coming and 
going of children worried me immensely at the start of my fieldwork because of 
my desire to have significant number of participants for my research. I slowly 
came to accept this continuous disappearance and reappearance. In the following 
section I will give a brief narrative of a typical day in Kalighat Nabadisha. This 
narrative will help us to understand children’s emotions, desires, and frustrations 
that characterize the learning endeavour at the Centre. 
 
5.4.1 A Day in the Centre 
The official schedule of Kalighat Nabadisha Centre begins at around 9 am. 
Children queue outside the Centre after finishing their morning work as rag 
pickers, dish washers, tea sellers and domestic helpers. Some children arrive just 
after waking up in the morning. Kapil and Krishna who work as rig pickers have 
finished their morning round and have come straight from their work. For Shalu 
it’s a busy day starting at 5 am. After taking a shower and helping her 
grandmother with the household chores, she goes to work at one of her 
employer’s houses. Raju has come after working in his tea stall. Sanju who has 
washed dishes in the morning at one of the local restaurants, looked unhappy 
while waiting for the centre to open. The door is closed once all the children enter 
inside the room at around 9.30 to 10 am, but the windows remain open for 
sunlight. The closed doors serve as a sign for the outside community that the 
Centre is in session now, as well as for letting the children know, who are still 
working or sleeping on the pavement or nearby slum, that they are late. Children 
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are expected to have had their bath and breakfast by this time. However, it looks 
like some of them have not showered yet. All the children sing a prayer in the 
classroom with folded hands and closed eyes. This prayer is about asking for 
knowledge, wisdom and a happy life for everyone. Teacher Mitra asked the 
children to sit down on the floor. The younger ones sit in the front, on the floor, 
cross-legged while the older children sit at the back. This is a common practice 
when both younger and older children share the classroom. By this time teacher 
Rekha has finished marking the attendance. The two teachers divide the class into 
two groups. One group comprises of young children of the three to seven age 
group. The other group comprises of older children mainly above the age of ten. 
Teacher Mitra starts by teaching the younger ones how to use the blackboard. She 
writes letters and numbers in Bengali and the children are asked to name them. 
Children are than asked to write alphabets in their notebooks. The notebook, 
pencil and eraser are provided by the Centre and after the class is over children 
give their stationary back to the Centre. Babu and Ajay fight because they are 
sharing the same eraser. Ajay points out to teacher Mitra that Babu is very 
forgetful and keeps losing his stationary. Mitra then quiets them down by asking 
Babu to be more careful next time. All the younger children do their work 
peacefully. The larger group is taught by teacher Rekha. This group comprises of 
more talkative children. Teacher Rekha has to shout at them a number of times to 
maintain peace in the classroom.  She asks them to recite poems in Bengali and 
English. Subash is the first to answer. He begins by reciting a Bengali poem and 
then goes on to say another poem in English and than one in Hindi. Bina and Rita 
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try to stop him from reciting so many poems by taunting him that “everyone 
knows you are very smart”. After this Bina and Rita are given a chance to recite 
their poems. Children raise their hands before answering.  
Teacher Rekha than distributes their notebooks and asks them to start 
practicing some mathematical addition. The formal school book is considered to 
be the guideline for all the children. Except for a few, most of them don’t have 
their books. Therefore, they are asked to share the books given by the Centre. 
Children are asked to sit in a group of five. They form three groups. Tarak 
snatches the book from Anita which results in a fight. Teacher Rekha has to 
intervene and change their groups. Krishna meanwhile gets up and runs outside 
the classroom to go to the bathroom. When he comes back he is asked by the 
teacher why he ran out without informing her. He is punished by making him 
stand outside the classroom with his hand holding his ear. This is a signal given to 
all the children who were not listening to the teacher. Rekha asks them to do one 
thing after another to keep them occupied.  
After writing for some time children are asked to have a story telling 
session. I was asked to supervise one of the groups. Story telling is an effective 
medium to have children’s undivided attention. One individual is asked to share 
the story and the group listens to it without disturbing anyone.  To my surprise 
Subhash starts to narrate the story of a famous Bengali film. This story has all the 
components of drama, action, love which keep the children very entertained. I 
also enjoy hearing the story from a child’s mouth. However, teacher Mitra lashes 
out at Subash for sharing such a story. I am also warned not to give children so 
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much freedom. I therefore become cautious with my approach and ask children to 
narrate stories only from their formal school text book or something which they 
have heard from their parents. The other story is narrated by Jhuma about a 
woodcutter’s life, a poor man who lives in a village who one day found gold 
coins. He returns the coins to the owner and wins everyone’s heart in the village. 
This story has strong moral values. When I ask children “did they agree with what 
the woodcutter did”?,  some state that being honest is important in life but some 
think that he should have kept the coins and helped his family; after all he was a 
poor man. It is interesting to note this narrative as an attempt by adults to socialize 
children with strong values such as honesty. However, children have their 
interpretation based on their experiences and circumstances. 
After the story telling session children are asked to do some drawing, and 
both the teachers get busy with administrative work. Children are given drawing 
sheets and colour pencils. Most of them enjoy their drawing session; this is also 
because it is time when they can start talk to each other without being scolded by 
the teachers. Subash and Bina are discussing about the fire that burnt one of the 
hawker’s clothes stalls, where he would sell on the pavement. They think that 
most likely the hawker’s relative had caused this damage. Mitali is gossiping with 
Rita, Kakoli, and Mamta about some newly released Bengali film. Some children 
are diligently drawing on the sheet. Subal has drawn a house surrounded by 
mango tree. He shows me the drawing and when I ask him what he will do inside 
the house, he replies “I will study and eat mangoes”.  Alo has drawn a picture of 
goddess Kali. Alo gives a descriptive account of the drawing. She says “goddess 
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kali is very powerful and if any of my friends tries to hurt me, the goddess will 
curse them”. She asks me to write her name on the sheet so that no one can steal 
it. 
While the class is going on, children’s parents as well as outsiders 
assemble near the windows, gazing into the room. The children continue with 
their work and remain unperturbed on seeing different people outside the room. 
They sometimes look up and wave at people known to them. Mitali’s 
grandmother is a regular visitor. Today she enquires about Miltali’s enrolment to 
formal school with teacher Mitra. Other children start making fun of Mitali and 
her grandmother saying “She is overprotective and even fights with young 
children even when Mitali is at fault”. On hearing this teacher Rekha scolded the 
group and asked them to concentrate on their work. 
At around 1 pm, lunch comes and the children are tasked to clean the floor 
and move their bags to a corner of the room. They randomly sit on the floor in a 
circle. Bimla is given the responsibility of distributing the food. The food 
comprises of rice, daal (pulse) and aloo sabji (Potato cooked in gravy). Just when 
the food is served Shankar comes inside the room. He is asked by teacher Mitra 
“Why did you not come for morning lessons”? Shankar replies that he had to take 
care of his mother who is suffering from high fever. The teacher allows him to eat 
the midday meal but all the children are given warning that regular attendance is 
necessary; only then they will be provided meals. Combining the provision of 
midday meal with literacy processes, such as teaching the children to read and 
write and enrolling them in formal schools, is one of the popular NGO 
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interventions that has been promoted by both the central and state government. 
After finishing their food, children wash their utensils and stack them in a 
different corner of the room for drying. The teachers encourage children to follow 
this routine of keeping the Centre clean and tidy by telling them how the Centre is 
not just school but also their home. This idea of ownership empowers children to 
perform their duty well. But children were aware that although the centre was 
flexible, by providing them lockers, clothes, stationary and a space to sleep, it’s 
still an educational intervention. In order to get full benefits from the centre they 
have to attend regular non formal classes and enrol in formal schools after a 
certain period of time. They know that this Centre will help them get admitted to 
formal schools; those who perform well will get financial benefits from both 
NGOs and the government and also will be provided with extra tuition which 
their parents can’t afford. Children would see many of the formal school teachers 
coming to the centre for the enrolment of younger children or those who had 
dropped out from formal school. These teachers would also give feedback about 
the performance of the children already enrolled in the formal schools. Children’s 
apprehension about their performance or keenness to learn was quite visible in 
daily teaching lessons and also in their interaction with the teachers. After lunch, 
children are allowed to play outside the Centre. Rita with her group of friends 
starts to play Ludo inside the Centre while some of the boys quickly leave the 
room and play with a ball given by the Centre. The younger children play with 
their toys inside the Centre. After finishing the lunch Raju went back to his tea 
stall to help his grandmother. He said that he would work till 8 or 9 pm with 
159 
 
breaks in between. In the evening his grandmother allows him to play with his 
friends in the nearby park. As the time approaches 3 pm, working children start 
leaving for their work while some continue playing and some sleep inside the 
Centre. Sanju whose work starts at 6 pm takes a nap in the Centre. At around 4 
pm a group of older children Shyam, Seema, Alka, and Ramesh arrive. They are 
still wearing their school uniforms. The children serve themselves the food that 
the teachers saved for them. Upon finishing their food, they wash their utensils 
and stack them for drying. Soon after 5 pm, another teacher Prasanta comes to the 
Centre. He comes twice a week. He teaches maths and science to help the older 
ones to cope better with the formal school curriculum. This group of older 
children is friendly with the teacher and share their school experiences. Seema 
tells Prasanta that she has waited for him eagerly because these two days she 
hasn’t had to go to her employer’s place and clean dirty utensils in the evening. 
She tells me that sometimes she lies to her mother when Prasanta doesn’t turn up, 
just to avoid going to work.  The lesson ends at around 6:30 pm and the Centre 
closes at 7 pm, after this all the children move back to their respective locations 
on the pavement or in the slums with their parents or families.  
In the course of my fieldwork, I often observed how the children mostly 
studied in the morning, while the older children would come in the evening for 
remedial classes.  It is only during Durga Puja43
                                                 
43 Durga Puja is the ceremonial worship of the mother goddess ‘Durga’. It is one of the most 
important festivals celebrated in West Bengal. While the rituals entails 
 (the annual festival for Bengali 
people) that the children get ten days holiday.  Occasionally the children 
ten days of fast, feast and 
worship, the last four days - Saptami, Ashtami, Navami and Dashami - are celebrated with much 




unanimously ask the teachers not to teach on a particular day because of some 
celebration in their community, or an impending dance or song performance for 
the Centre’s foundation day. During road safety week classes were cancelled so 
that children could participate in the activities organized by the police. In addition 
to this, on days when teachers were busy or absent, children would just play or 
sleep in the Centre. There was no fixed curriculum followed by the Centre. The 
younger ones were taught basics subjects such as the English and Bengali 
alphabet, numbers, writing their names and other information in English and 
Bengali. The older children were taught story reading in English and Bengali, as 
well as addition, subtraction, and multiplication in maths. The teachers told me 
that they try to teach by various activities like puzzles, sorting objects and use of 
pictures, such as scribbling and colouring; this is organized as, free play, keeping 
in mind the short attention span of children. But during my fieldwork I observed 
that some these methods were mostly talked about, but were not actually used in 
the Centre.  
 
5.5 Children’s Perception about Non-Formal and Formal Education 
 
Children enrolled in Nabadisha Centres consider it to be a great help in their daily 
life. The younger ones were happy to learn some basics and enjoyed playing with 
the toys available in the Centre. The older children emphasized that apart from 
education, the Centre plays an important role in their life as they get a space away 
from the public eye in which they can talk to their friends, and this was reported 
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mostly by the girls. Moreover, children who were enrolled in formal schools 
stated that the tuition given to them by the Nabadisha teachers helped them in 
coping with their school curriculum. Alka (16 years old), while talking to me 
about her experience of Nabadisha stated: 
I try to go to school regularly. But sometimes after finishing the domestic 
work at my employer’s house, I get really tired and don’t go to the school. 
I miss important lessons. But thankfully at Nabadisha, the teachers help 
me to learn things which I miss in my formal school. However, sometimes 
there aren’t enough teachers in the Centre. On those days I have to learn 
on my own. My ma baba (parents) are uneducated and therefore, they 
cannot teach me. Because we are not dhoni (rich) enough to afford tuition 
from outside, I completely rely on the Nabadisha teachers for helping me 
during my porikha (exams). But sometimes teachers are overloaded with 
other work and cannot help us. I wish formal schools could arrange some 
facilities for us. 
 
Another girl, Amrita (14 years old) who attends both a formal school and the 
Nabadisha Centre, wrote in her diary that I had provided to her: 
I joined Nabadisha in 2002. I lived in a bustee (slum) near the Centre. My 
mother came to know about this Centre through the Police uncle’s house 
where she works as kajer lok (domestic help). The teachers there asked me 
more about myself. I told them everything. Soon after I joined, my 
younger sister also started coming with me. I have learnt reading and 
writing in Bengali. Apart from this I also got to learn naach (dancing) and 
gaan (singing). After two years I was enrolled in a formal school named 
Shishu Shiksha Bhavan. All the teachers liked me in this school. I used to 
get bhalo (good) marks. But after class four I was not able to get good 
marks because I started to work. I would not get enough time to study. At 
that time the Centre teachers were very helpful to me. Mitali didi always 
encouraged me that I should not lose hope and instead try to continue with 
my studies. Seeing her confidence in me, I became happy.  
 
The Centre plays an important part in the life of children. It helps them to get 
enrolled in formal schools, and provides tuition, notebooks, and other stationary 
articles. The teachers are seen positively by the children. However, due to the 
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relatively small size of the premises of the Nabadisha Centre, it is unable to cater 
to many of the pavement- and slum-living children. Moreover, the student-teacher 
ratio is very high in the Centre. Students also frequently complained of being 
taught the same lesson for more than a week. Rakesh (14 years old), one of the 
students, stated: 
I love padha suna (studying). I want to learn new things. In the Centre we 
end up learning the same things. I get very bored and that’s why I don’t 
come to the Centre for a few days. I wish to study in a system where I am 
taught interesting stuff every day. I was enrolled in formal school. I liked 
that school. In that school we had desks and chairs and were in a building. 
However, I had to drop out because of my baba (father’s) sudden death. 
Responsibility for the family fell on my shoulder. I wish I could go back 
to that school. 
 
Raju (13 years old) stated his experience in Nabadisha: 
It is important to divide the subjects up and maybe teach us one thing a 
day. Keep one day for English, one day for Bengali, and one day for 




Another boy, Ravi (13 years old), who visits Nabadisha and is currently in 6th 
grade in formal school, stated: 
I have been coming to Nabadisha for the past three years. I sometimes 
come here in the evening for tuition classes. The sir who teaches maths 
and science is really good. He makes me understand difficult concepts. 
But the only problem is he does not come regularly. Although the tuition 
is [supposed to be] once a week, sometimes it’s just twice a month. I 
complained about this to the main teacher in our Centre. She promised me 
to find a solution but nothing has happened. It is most difficult for me 
during porikha (exam) time. I have no one at home who can teach me. So 
I depend on the Centre teachers. 
 
Apart from the lack of fixed curriculum, the absence of the tuition teacher, and 
monotonous ways of teaching, some of the Hindi-speaking children shared their 
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problems of being enrolled in a Bengali-medium school by the Nabadisha Centre. 
Suman (12 years old), who hails from a Hindi-speaking family, narrated the 
following incident: 
I joined Nabadisha in 2005. I liked coming here because the teachers are 
very friendly. My bondhu (friends) are also here and we get to spend some 
time together. After six months of joining Nabadisha I was enrolled in a 
formal school. The formal school was Bengali-medium. I can speak in 
Bengali but my writing skill is not so good. I had to struggle in my school. 
Once I even decided to quit school. I asked help from the Nabadisha 
teachers. Teacher Mitali tried to help me but because of time constraint 
she could not do much. With the continuous support from my friend Puja I 
managed to write soon. I was very angry with the teachers of Nabadisha 
for getting me admitted to a Bengali-medium school. But they explained 
to me that in our locality there’s no Hindi-medium government school. All 
of them are Bengali-medium.  
 
Many children who were enrolled in formal school complained about the poor 
quality of the education in their school. Shyam (16 years old), who is currently in 
9th grade, has written in his diary about his experience in both formal school and 
Nabadisha: 
I joined Nabadisha when I was five years old. I studied here for two years 
and then got enrolled in government school. Both the schools have helped 
me gain literacy. Government school provides me with a valid 
certification which will help me get a job in future.  But the quality of 
education is still poor in my school.  For the past two years we haven’t had 
any English teacher. I have to learn on my own. Sometimes I ask the 
Nabadisha teachers for help. But due to lack of staff, Nabadisha teachers 
are not able to guide me. I come from a gorib poribar (poor family) and 
cannot afford to go to a private school. I hope the Government of West 
Bengal would look into this matter and hire sufficient teachers in schools. 
Next, our government school is regularly disrupted by frequent political 
activities like strikes and election campaigning. In fact, heavily publicised 
government initiatives such as the Polio vaccination drive, or blood 
donation programmes often result in the closure of our school.44
                                                 
44 The school offers its premises for use on those days. 
 I don’t 
know why some people say that education is free in government school. I 
don’t have to pay school fees but I still need to buy my books, school 
uniform, bag, and other stationery things. All this costs a lot and puts 
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burden on my paribor (family). I will change my school once I pass my 
10th exam with good marks. 
 
Rinky (12 years old), who is in grade 5, complained about formal school: 
 
It’s very difficult for me to manage both school and work. I try hard to 
attend classes. But the teacher criticizes me if I don’t do my homework or 
if I miss my school. I have heard so many times teachers say stuff like: 
amader ma baba padha suna mhato jane na ‘our parents don’t value 
education’, or amra khub rokemar kaaj kori ‘we are engaged in many 
different kinds of work’. I don’t like such remarks. My parents don’t want 
me to work but due to our family situation I have to work. I think teachers 
should understand our situation. 
 
 
These excerpts clearly demonstrate that poor children are not receiving quality 
education in either formal or informal settings (Govinda 2002; World Bank 2007). 
Although they are taught basic literary skills in non-formal schools, they still need 
to attend formal school for certification. The non-formal schools like Nabadisha 
lack infrastructural facilities and a proper teaching curriculum which results in 
children not gaining proper knowledge. The formal school, although it has an 
established curriculum, due to the low number of teachers, high student to teacher 
ratio, insensitivity of teachers, and closure of school for political and other 
purposes, has resulted in children losing interest in education. Therefore, it is 
important to understand that for better enrolment of children into formal schools, 
they should have adequate classrooms, teachers, sanitarion facilitiites, drinking 
water, play area, and provision of midday meal. Also, it should be a place where 
children can relate to their daily activities. Children who come from poor 
background must be given additional support so that their ‘voices’ can be heard 




5.6 The Views of Nabadisha Teachers 
 
In order to understand the functioning of non-formal education, it was important 
to learn the teachers’ viewpoint. The Nabadisha Centre had four full-time 
teachers. They all had undergone teacher training with the Vikramshila NGO 
before joining the Centre. They considered the Centre to be a useful initiative for 
poor children. Teacher Gayatri, one of the senior staff, shared her experience: 
I have been with this programme for more than ten years. This is truly a 
great endeavour of the Kolkata police. When we started this Centre, we 
did a survey in the area to figure out the number of children who are out of 
school. We went to the pavements and slums and informed parents about 
our Centre. In the beginning we had only 10 children. We would rally on 
the street to make people aware of our Centre. Mothers of children were 
usually the ones who were most encouraging. At that time the Centre 
would close by 3 pm. With time we managed to get more than 100 
children. Now the size of the Centre is posing problems because our 
capacity cannot accommodate more than 60 children. We provide them 
mid-day meal, locker, health checkups, and books. We have managed to 
put around 100 children in formal schools, out of which 30 have dropped 
out. Some have even cleared 12th Exam. A few of our students got jobs in 
the Kolkata police. For us the most difficult part is to help them continue 
their studies in the face of the constant challenges and difficult 
circumstances that these poor children face, and which lead them to quit 
education. We have started remedial classes to help those in formal school 
and also try to coordinate with the formal school teachers.  
 
Another teacher, Rekha, pointed out: 
 
The young children when they join the Centre are usually restless, they 
don’t listen to us, their language is sometimes rude, and they sit in any 
way they like. For the first 2-3 weeks we allow them to play. Once they 
settle down then we then start the teaching process. They follow well but 
due to lack of practice, they tend to forget very easily. Apart from teaching 
we need to help them with preparing proper documents for enrolment in 
formal schools. Some of the children’s parents don’t have any identity-





I observed that the teachers at the Nabadisha Centre played multiple roles and had 
to engage in many different activities in addition to teaching. Teachers had to 
maintain detailed accounts of children’s family background, health issues and 
behaviour patterns. Apart from marking attendance, they also managed the mid-
day meals and taking the children for their health checkups. They were tasked 
with talking to parents and staff from formal schools. This could have resulted in 
their devoting less attention towards the quality of education.  
 
5.7 Children’s Use of Education in their Everyday Life 
 
Children spend around two hours every day on learning at the Nabadisha Centre. 
On the surface it may appear that they don’t need literacy in their everyday life. 
Children spend a lot of time outside school working in restaurants, tea stalls, 
newspaper stands, working as domestic helpers or rag pickers and so on. They 
engage in recreational activities such as watching cinema both Hindi and Bengali, 
playing carom, flying kites and listening to songs. None of these activities require 
much interaction with written words. 
Literacy is initiated either in the formal schools or in the various centres 
operated by non-governmental organizations. I did not notice any parent-initiated 
literacy events between the parents who resided near the Kalighat temple and the 
children. The NGO workers approached children on the pavements and in the 
slums and then convinced their parents to allow their children to attend the 
educational activities being held in the Centre. Some parents immediately 
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responded negatively. Some allowed their children to attend the Centre for few 
days and later removed them, citing financial problems as the reason. Some 
parents were encouraging from the beginning and were looking for an opportunity 
for their children to get enrolled in formal and informal school. Suman’s mother 
narrated to me about why she allowed her daughter to join school: 
I have seven children, five mey (daughters) and two chele (sons). My 
husband works as a taxi driver. And I run a tailoring shop. We live in a 
bustee (slum). I did not allow my sons and my three elder daughters to go 
to school. Both my sons are working in a factory. And my daughters help 
me in my shop. When Mita Didi from the Nabadisha visited our house I 
shouted at her and asked her never to come to my house again. She left 
and came back after one week. She convinced me to send my two 
daughters Lata and Suman for few days. I agreed and sent them to the 
Centre. My daughters were happy and requested me to continue their 
studies. I thought about it and realised that education will help my younger 
daughters in bhabisya (future). My elder daughter who is married and has 
kids is abused by her in-laws and her husband. She stays with us. And I 
feel if she was educated she could have done something with her life. I 
have enrolled my grandsons to school as well. I am happy to see that both 
Lata and Suman are now going in formal school. One of them wants to be 
a teacher and the other wants to be a singer. They help me in keeping the 
records and handling the money in the tailoring shop. What they learn is 
now helping me and is useful to my small business. Apart from education, 
they have learned, painting, dancing, and singing in the school.  
 
Some parents were happy that their children successfully combined 
income-earning skills with gaining an education. However, some restricted their 
children from education, asking them to focus on work only. Most of the children 
informed me that they were first-generation learners and their parents cannot read 
even a single word. Mitali (11 years old) told me:   
I teach my thakuma (grandmother) as she does not know anything. I have 
taught her some English words like “thank you” and “good morning” and 
she uses them whenever she comes across any bideshi parjatok (foreign 




From the above excerpts, it is apparent that the immediate social 
environment of the children did not necessarily require them to be literate in their 
daily activities but belies the numerous occasions on which children do use their 
literacy skills while living in the slums and pavements of Kolkata. The children 
are also surrounded by an environment filled with flashy, multi-coloured posters, 
advertisements and hoardings, indirectly engaging them in literacy related 
activities outside the classroom. The products are advertised in Bengali, Hindi, 
and English and so they are encircled by a background of multilingual print. In 
addition to this, some children are engaged in types of work which require 
awareness of written words. For instance, Subash, Tarak, and Sanju worked in 
restaurants in Kalighat. Apart from cleaning utensils the owner would sometimes 
ask them to purchase goods from market. Children had to use their mathematical 
skills in doing such jobs. Moreover, there were no menu cards available in some 
of the cheap hotels in India. The dishes and their prices are written on a board and 
hung outside the restaurant. Children were generally expected to learn all the 
dishes and to ask the customer about their preference. Raju (13 year old), who 
works with his grandmother in tea stall, narrated to me about his experience there: 
I work with my thakuma (grandmother) in a chai dukan (tea stall). She 
makes tea and I serve it to the customers. I collect money and pass them 
change. My mathematical skills have helped us in calculating our daily 
earning. I also keep an account of milk, sugar, and tea that we buy from 
one of the grocery shop in Kalighat. 
  
The mathematical skills used by Raju, Suman, and Lata for managing their 
family’s business also demonstrate  how these children utilise what they have 
learned in their education in their daily lives, enhancing their ability in performing 
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their unskilled tasks while facilitating the possibility of their building on this 
knowledge for more skilled jobs.  
Raju, Kapil, Rita, Bina, and Navin worked as rag pickers.  They were 
aware of the various types of plastics and metals in the garbage dump. They 
would collect things based on their weight and resale price in the market. Children 
claimed that they learnt about the different kinds of metals from their parents and 
teachers. If they find anything unusual they consult junkyard owners who buy that 
stuff. Children were of the opinion that going to formal and non-formal school 
increases their knowledge about the products. Kapil (12 year old) stated, 
Whenever I go for rag-picking with my friends, I talk to them about the 
maal (materials). It’s important for us to differentiate different types of 
metal such as tama (Copper), loha (Iron), pital (brass), sisa (lead), 
aluminium, and tin. If I am not aware of the differences I might get 
cheated when I sell these things. I have learnt about them from my 
parents. My formal school teacher once explained about these metals. I 
found that class interesting. I like to learn about things that affect me 
daily. I feel if one day I decide to work in a factory this knowledge will 
definitely help me. 
 
Apart from their rag-picking activities, which take the children outside 
their community, children spend a large amount of time on the pavements and in 
the slums. They love to spend time watching films both in Bengali and Hindi. The 
posters and billboards on the street attract their attention. Those children who 
cannot read use the help of their literate friends to know about the timing and 
location of the cinema shows. Songs of new movies were learnt, often by viewing 
the movie a couple of times and listening to its songs on the tape recorder owned 
by some families. Each new film poster that lined the streets was an object of 
interest for the children. The posters of Bengali films evoked the most discussion. 
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These large coloured posters had pictures of the lead stars. The name of the film 
was written in Bengali, Hindi, and English. A majority of children had little 
knowledge of the Hindi script, as Hindi is offered as an optional language from 
the 8th grade onwards and only two girls had taken Hindi. When I asked the 
younger children who were beginning to learn the English alphabet, what 
everyday uses they make of their newly acquired skill, a majority said that they 
were utilizing their knowledge to recognize certain letters written on film and 
advertisement posters.  Children love to read about their favourite film stars. 
Sometimes they stand at the roadside magazine shop and ask the bookseller to 
read the stories about their favourite film stars. 
Ramesh (14 years old) who distributed newspapers in the morning, said:  
I distribute English and Bengali newspapers. I can easily read the content 
in the paper because of the knowledge I have gained from my formal 
school and Nabadisha Centre. I get to read about the things happening in 
our country. I also need to keep an account of the number of papers 
distributed every day and show it my employer.  
 
Another task for which literacy skills were used by the children was for 
reading and writing of letters and birthday cards, both for friends and family 
members. Older children would usually help the younger ones write letters. 
Shyam spoke of how he wrote a letter to the principal of his formal school when 
his family had to go to their village for more than three months. He was given a 
warning and retained back in the school. Some children even confessed to writing 
letters to their girlfriend or boyfriend. These letters were kept in secret places so 
that no-one could read them. 
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The children were taught civics at both their formal schools and at the 
Nabadisha Centre. It appeared that they followed some of the lessons and duties 
learned such as washing their hands before eating, not smoking, following traffic 
rules, coming to school regularly. When the children were asked to draw what 
they thought were ‘good things and bad things’, the drawings below are a 
selection of some of the drawings done by the children. The titles of the drawings 







































   Drawing 14: A man cutting tree                  Drawing 15: Girls wasting water                                                           
 
Drawing 12 was drawn by Kala (12 years old), in which she has divided 
her drawing into two halves – with the left side showing what she considers to be 
good things and the right side showing bad things. According to her, attending 
school regularly and looking after plants are good deeds while bad deeds include 
                                                 
45 Bhalo aur kharab kaaj – meaning good and bad work 
46 Bhalo aur kharab – meaning good and bad 
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fighting with friends and family member’s especially if using foul language or 
screaming and also disobeying traffic laws. Jai (10 years old), in Drawing 13 
draws himself studying which he thinks is a good thing and someone else 
smoking as a bad thing for children to do.  Many children made drawings of going 
to school and looking after trees. This shows how to a large degree, many of the 
children shared the importance of education with their parents and teachers. A 
few months ago, the children had received special lessons on caring for the 
environment which included an exercise to plant trees and water existing ones. 
This was enjoyed by all the children and appears to have left a lasting impression 
on them. Dipu (10 years old), who drew drawing 14, explained in his own words 
that “we should not cut mango trees because if we cut them we will not get to eat 
fruits from them.” Drawing 15 was drawn by Jyoti (12 years old), it shows how 
when she goes to fill water from the hand pump some girls continue to talk and 
that this results in wastage of water. She emphasized that she has been taught in 
both formal school and Nabadisha Centre to use water wisely. Although there is a 
river near the Kalighat area children were aware that the water of the river was 
not fit for drinking and cause disease. Therefore, they should use the hand pump 
water supplied by the municipal corporation judiciously.  
Though many jobs on the street did not require literary skills, this does not 
mean an absence of engagement with written words. They spoke of memorizing 
the menus when they worked as waiters. Some children had to keep account of 
the expenses while selling tea. While engaged in rag- picking activities they were 
required to differentiate between various kinds of metals and plastics. The skills 
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that children develop while engaged in the above tasks reflect the various ways in 
which they put their schooling to use. 
 
5.8 Children’s Expectation from Gaining Education 
 
The pavement- and slum-living children of Kalighat placed a lot of value on 
education. The Nabadisha Centre and formal school served to influence them in 
shaping their identity as literate individuals. Using the sentence completion 
method, children were asked about what they would like to be in future. The chart 
below describes the result. 
Figure 9: What I would like to be when I grow up 
Around 47% children aspired to earn professional jobs such as a doctor, 
teacher, engineer, police officer, pilot, or army officer. This is similar to DiCarlo 
Gibbons, Kaminsky, Wright, and Styles (2000) findings where the street children 
of Honduras made drawings of doctors, lawyers, carpenters, and dancers. The 
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second largest category said they wanted to become a good human being (22%). 
When I asked them about what they meant by good human being they responded 
that it meant someone who is caring and helpful, who cares for poor people. 
Around 15% of the children wanted to become unskilled workers such as taxi 
drivers, rickshaw puller, or factory worker. Around 10% hoped to become dancer 
or singer. The last category included children aiming to become sports person 
mainly cricketers (4%). 
The cross tabulation gives a more detailed description of children’s aspiration 




What I would like to be when I grow up 
Total professional sports person creative field unskilled work 
good human 
being 
Gender Male 9 3 0 7 9 28 
Female 24 0 7 4 7 42 
Total 
33 3 7 11 16 70 
Figure 10:  What I would like to be when I grow up: Stratified by gender 
 
The above table illustrates that girls are more interested in professional careers as 
compared to boys. A majority of girls wanted be a teacher. This is one of the few 
careers which is considered suitable for girls in India and perhaps also not totally 
unachievable for these children. Girls were also interested in becoming 
professional dancers and singers. On the other hand, boys are more inclined 
towards unskilled work and sports activity. This seemed to be making very 
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realistic choices when they thought of becoming rickshaw or taxi driver; but they 
too dreamed of something more glamorous when they mentioned the possibility 
of a sporting career.  Both girls and boys have shown an almost equal desire to 
become a good human being. The pictures below clearly illustrate the children’s 





































Drawing 18: Aami dancer madam hobo49   Drawing 19: Aami niger bagir dukan kholbo50
                                                 
47Aami daktar hote chayi meaning I want to become a doctor. 
 
48 Aami shikhika hobo meaning I will become a teacher 
49 Aami dancer madam hobo meaning I want to be a dance teacher. 
50 Aami niger bagir dukan kholbo meaning I will open my own cracker shop. 
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Drawing 16 is by Shyam (16 years old), who aspires to be a doctor. Drawing 17 is 
by Alka (16 years old), who wants to be a teacher. Drawing 18 is by Bina (12 
years old), who wants to be a dance teacher. Drawing 19 is by Kapil (12 years 
old), who plans to open a cracker shop.  
            Children differentiate between office jobs and jobs which require 
hardship. Most of the children are aware of the fact that in order to get an office 
job, they need to have formal school certificates. Children recognize the fact that 
odd jobs like rag-picking, waiting in the restaurants or shining shoes would not 
help them in future. But their poverty obliges them to continue doing such jobs. 
Some older children who are still studying in informal school stated that they feel 
embarrassed to sit among the younger ones. But they can’t attend formal school 
because of the strict timings of the school and the fact that they have to work full 
time to support themselves and their family. They wished that formal schools 
could have more flexible timetables, scholarships and extra support for them.  
           Most of the younger children in the Nabadisha Centre wanted to attend 
formal schools, and those who were already enrolled in formal school wanted to 
continue their education. Children were aware that prestigious jobs such as 
doctor, engineer, and pilot need more than basic literary skills and therefore 
getting enrolled in a formal school with quality education was important to them. 
Shankar (10 years old) said: 
I think everyone should go to school. Those who do not want to should 
first be talked to and told the importance of padha suna (studying) and if 
they are still not interested then they should be sent to training such as 






The pavement- and slum-dwelling children of Kalighat placed note-worthy 
importance to education. The group of children that were enrolled in non-formal 
education desired continuation of their education or progression to formal 
schools, those in formal schools desired completion of their education while a 
small group of those children that had intentionally or due to circumstance left 
education or never received education felt a sense of loss.  
           The non-formal system provided them with literacy skills that are put to 
use in their daily lives, and some children have been able to move beyond the 
primary level. The non-formal programme has managed to place children into 
formal schools. Children have aspirations of becoming a doctor, engineer, or 
teacher or doing unskilled work in future. However, the quality of education is a 
concern in both the formal and non-formal system. And this undermines the 
government’s efforts to make elementary education free.  
           The non-formal education suffers from some deficiencies, including 
problems of infrastructure, shortage of teachers resulting in high teacher to 
student ratio, and the lack of a proper curriculum. Formal schooling is idealized, 
but its functioning within age-specific grades and its strict timing makes it 
accessible to only a few children from the street and slum. Thus the desire of 
younger children to attend formal schools raises a question about the efficacy of 
the non-formal education system which is specially devised for poor children. 
However, the quality of education offered by many formal government schools is 
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itself questionable and the schools are characterized by high drop-out rates.  Thus, 
it is not only equality in access to schooling, but the equal availability of facilities, 
in conjuncture with structural efforts to eradicate poverty, that will be necessary 





























CHILDREN’S WORK, CONSUMPTION AND 




It has been seen in the previous chapter how the pavement- and slum-living 
children attach considerable importance to their education. Apart from education, 
most children engage in a wide range of work for survival. They perform varying 
amounts of paid and unpaid work in households, pavements, shops, restaurants, 
family enterprises and shoe factory to support themselves and their families. 
However, the understanding of what constitutes work or labour differs at local, 
national and international level.  
           The issue of child labour/work has been discussed in great deal by 
academicians, government bodies and national and international organizations. 
The UN Convention on the rights of child (1989) has been the guiding force on 
this issue. Article 32 states: 
State parties recognize the right of the child to be protected from economic 
exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be hazardous 
or to interfere with the child’s education, or to be harmful to the child’s 
health or mental, physical. spiritual, moral or social development. (UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989: Article 32) 
 
The International Labour organization (ILO), defines child labour as “the 
type of work performed by children that deprives them of their childhood and 
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dignity, which hampers their access to education and acquisition of skills and 
which is performed under conditions harmful to their health and their 
development” (ILO 1997). The characteristics of child labour therefore include: 
(a) work by young children; (b) long hours of work on a regular full-time basis; 
(c) hazardous working conditions (physically or mentally); (d) insufficient or no 
access, or poor attendance or progress in school; (e) abusive treatment by 
employer ; (f) work in slave arrangements such as bonded labour (Kak 2012).  
There remains a lack of consensus on the age of children to be considered 
as child labourers. Both the UN Convention and the ILO requires one to be at 
least eighteen years old prior to entry into the labour force. They define anyone 
who is less than eighteen and working as child labourer. All the South Asian 
countries, however, only consider children below the age of fourteen as being 
child labourers but prohibit anyone below eighteen years old from working in 
hazardous industries. The construction of a child and a child labour is thus based 
on the definition adopted by the state and its understanding of the children and 
childhood. In India, although, the issue of child labour is widely discussed but it 
has been observed that children between ages of 14 and 18 years are invisible for 
many policy initiatives (Kak and Pati 2012). 
There are a number of studies that have been conducted on child labour, 
and have looked at children’s working conditions, which are thought to be 
hazardous, exploitative, abusive and detrimental to their development (Marcus 
and Harper 1996; UNICEF 1997; Woodhead 1999). Nowadays the ILO 
convention number 182 (Worst Forms of Child Labour) has become a standard 
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reference for most academic studies as well as NGO initiatives. This convention  
includes work where children are in immediate and grave danger such as armed 
conflict, forced labour, drug trafficking, debt bondage, prostitution, and trafficked 
children (Invernizzi and Milne 2002; Ennew et al 2003; Hanson and Vandaele 
2003; Woodhead 2004). It excludes agriculture, family enterprises, domestic 
services, enterprise with less than 10 workers, self employment, home workers 
and temporary casual workers (Ennew et al 2003). India has not ratified the above 
convention and currently, anyone caught in child trafficking case, has to pay a 
fine of Rs. 20,000 for the offense and the rescued child is offered Rs. 1000 for 
rehabilitation (Rao 2012:201). 
 There have been debates with regards to the question of the types of work 
which are considered to be exploitative, hazardous and harmful to children’s 
development, and how to distinguish these in reference to children’s work. One of 
the approaches was to distinguish ‘child work’ from ‘child labour’. But this is 
thought to be a vague, general and complicated approach (Woodhead 1999). The 
second approach was to place the types of work on a continuum, with the most 
harmful and extreme at one end, and the least harmful and possibly beneficial at 
the other end (White 1996).  This approach is considered to be useful if it 
recognizes the various aspects of children’s work such as physical demands, 
psychological stress, environmental quality, relationship to employer, levels of 
coercion, economic exploitation etc. (Woodhead 1999). This continuum approach 
still suffers from certain flaws, however, especially with regards to the way the 
effects of work are conceptualized. For instance, simple work popularly 
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considered to be non-exploitative and non-hazardous, in certain cases, can still be 
dangerous and exploitative if the child is made to work for long hours, denied 
safety measures or does not have access to play or education.  
It is important to recognize the children’s personal views, which 
influences their work experiences. These views are to a large extent dependent on 
the children’s vulnerability based on the social, cultural and economic context of 
their work as well as the importance of working to their lives in terms of honour, 
and earning money. Children are not always passive victims who suffer because 
of their work. Possible exceptions are children working in extremely hazardous 
situations such as mining, drug trafficking or forced and bonded labour. The 
children also utilize their agency in influencing their work experiences and 
behave as active players who negotiate with their employers, customers, parents 
and peers in shaping their work life. The work sometimes also becomes part of 
their identity. 
According to the ILO figures of 2006, there were 190.7 million child 
labourers in the world between the ages of 5 and 14, of whom 74.4 million 
worked in hazardous occupations. Of these, 122.3 million were in the Asia Pacific 
region, the majority being in South Asia. ILO in its earlier reports have warned 
that the figures “may be misleading, unless it is clear what definition of child 
labour was used for measuring, when (what year) and where the measurement 
was made, what groups are included as child labourers and with what methods” 
(Ennew et al. 2003:20). Furthermore, due to different cultural perceptions with 
regards to child work, leisure and labour, there could be a discrepancy in 
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gathering information. Ennew et al. argued that “child labour is a social construct. 
Social constructs are cultural ideas that differ between actors, histories, context, 
and purposes” (2007: 27-54). The changing nature of work organizations, changes 
in ecology, technology as well as demographic aspects can lead to changes in the 
nature of the work children do for wages or otherwise. 
There are varying estimates of the number of children working in India 
due to different definitions of ‘work’51
There have been a number of legislations and policies regarding child 
labour in India. The constitution of India (26 January 1950), states that: 
 and ‘methods of estimation’ (Zutshi 
2012). The Census of India (COI) and the National Sample Survey Organization 
(NSSO) are the two major official sources of data on child employment. The 1991 
Census of India estimated 11.2 million working children whereas the 2001 Census 
estimated 12.66 million working children. The fifty-fifth round of the NSSO 
(1999-2000) reported 10.4 million working children which declined to 8.9 million 
in the sixty-first round (2004-2005). Due to differences in the year of survey and 
definitions of work, the estimates of child labour by the NSSO are not comparable 
with that of the Census.  
• No child below the age of 14 shall be employed to work in any factory or 
mine or engaged in any other hazardous employment (Article 24). 
• The State shall direct its policy towards securing that the health and 
strength of workers, men and women and the tender age of children are 
                                                 
51 Children working within household or the informal sector and those involved in activities such 
as begging, prostitution are not included in the above estimates. 
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not abused and that they are not forced by economic necessity to enter 
vocations unsuited to their age and strength (Article 39-e). 
• Children shall be given opportunities and facilities to develop in a healthy 
manner and in conditions of freedom and dignity and that childhood and 
youth shall be protected against moral and material abandonment (Article 
39-f). 
• The State shall endeavour to provide within a period of 10 years from the 
commencement of the constitution for free and compulsory education for 
all children until they complete the age of 14 (Article 45). 
The constitutional articles have been followed by various union and state 
government legislations. The major national legislative developments include the 
following: 
• The Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act, 1986: the act 
prohibits the employment of children below the age of 14 in 13 
occupations and 57 processes that are hazardous to the children’s lives and 
health52
• The Factory Act, 1948: the act prohibits the employment of children 
below the age of 14. An adolescent aged between 15 and 18 can be 
. 
                                                 
52 The list of hazardous work includes working in factories involved in ceramics, soap, paper, 
glass, jewellery and gem-cutting, fireworks, match-sticks, and dye manufacturing, construction 
work, spinning/weaving, bricks-kilns, auto workshops and vehicle or tyre repair. Since 2006, the 




employed in a factory only if he obtains a certificate of fitness from an 
authorized medical doctor. The act also prescribes four and a half hours of 
work per day for children aged between 14 and 18 and prohibits their 
working during night hours. 
• The Bonded Labour System Act, 1976: this act frees all bonded labourers, 
cancels any outstanding debts and orders the economic rehabilitation of 
freed bonded labourers by the state. 
• National Child Labour Policy (NCLP), 1987: it resolved to general 
development programmes to benefit every child whenever possible and 
have project-based action plans in areas of high concentration of child 
labour engaged in wage employment. 
• India became signatory to ILO Forced Labour Convention (No. 29) in 
1954 
• India has also ratified the ILO Abolition of Forced Labour Convention 
(No. 105) in 2000 
In spite of the above legislations, child labour remains a prevalent problem 
in India due to lack of effective enforcement of these policies. The government’s 
focus has been directed towards the prohibition of child employment in hazardous 
occupations in areas with large concentrations of child workers which in turn has 
neglected other working children. Moreover, there are varied understanding about 
what constitutes ‘work’ which can lead to divergent approaches towards the work 
done by children. Some working children argue that work is something dignified 
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and contributes to their own and their family’s survival. In many societies work is 
seen not only as a mode of living but also as a powerful medium of socialization. 
It is argued that sometimes non abusive work can stimulate early acquisition of 
essential skills, promote resilience and enhance school performance (Niewenhuys 
1994, Woodhead 1998). Other see work as harmful and exploitative (Mortimer 
and Johnson 1998). 
A comprehensive approach that brings together children’s rights and 
views along with government and non-governmental organizations support can 
help the working children. Listening to children’s feelings, perceptions and views 
about their work and working conditions is an important step for finding a 
solution to the child labour issue. Their feelings about work, school and about 
social relationships that support or underestimate their dignity and sense of 
security are vital indicators of hazard and harm. Multiple approaches are required 
to determine the impact of work in children’s lives. It is also important to have the 
perspectives of families, employers and non working children along with the 
working children’s own views. 
 Children living on the pavements and slums consider working as a means 
to support their family members and are proud of being able to fulfil their family 
duty. Children are active in daily routine tasks in the street. Their daily activities 
help them develop skills, attain knowledge, formulate attitudes, and build social 
networks. In such practices, children show and demonstrate that they have a 
potential for agency and they can play an effective role within their families and 
communities. The aim of this chapter is to explore the various kinds of jobs done 
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by the children, the skills that the children employ to earn money on the streets of 
Kolkata, their consumption practices and the freedom that comes with working 
and living on the pavement or slum and finally the daily issues that they face. 
 
6.2 Pavement and Slum-living Children’s Entrepreneurial Skills 
 
Kalighat provides a variety of job opportunities to the children. They earn money 
from jobs like shining shoes, selling trinkets, fruit, flowers, or devotional items 
like pictures of gods and goddesses, working in restaurants where pilgrims eat, 
selling tea and collecting recyclables from the garbage. These jobs are undertaken 
by boys only and girls work only as domestic helpers or help in household 
activities. In my fieldwork, I did not observe girls carrying out any form of 
economic activity on the pavement; however some girls could occasionally be 
seen helping their parents in their shops. Majority of my participant were working 
part time and combined their work with education. In order to understand the 
work experience of children, the narratives of some children are discussed below. 
           Subal (10 years old) has been living in Kalighat for two years. I met him 
on my way to the Kali temple. He asked me to buy some of the items that he was 
selling. Later on I saw him in the Nabadisha Centre, where he had come to study. 
He is hardworking and very sociable. He narrated the following excerpt. 
I lived in Baharda gram (village) in Medinapur district before coming to 
Kolkata. We lived in a matir badi (mud house) in the gram. My baba 
(father) and ma (mother) were working in the rice fields. I along with my 
bon (sisters) would help ma and baba in the fields. We were not studying 
because there was no school in our village. One of my kaku (uncles) was 
working in Kolkata. He asked my baba to come with him to work in 
Kolkata. Then my family decided to come to Kolkata. We took a train and 
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came to Howrah station. For the first time I saw such a huge station. It was 
very crowded. I held my mother’s hand tightly so that I wouldn’t get lost 
in that crowd. We came to my uncle’s place near Kalighat. He lived in a 
small room with his family. We stayed with him for almost a week.  My 
baba found a job in a construction site. We soon shifted to the bustee 
(slum) in the area. It was one room made of bamboo. The area around was 
dirty. In 2009, my baba had an accident and he passed away. He was hit 
by a truck. After that incident our life has changed. My baba is no longer 
with us. That’s why I decided to work. Initially I worked in a restaurant. I 
used to wash dishes and also helped in serving food. It was a demanding 
job and the owner paid me very little money. Therefore, I left the job after 
two months. My mother started to work as kajer lok (domestic help). Now 
I am working as a tout for a large shop in Kalighat. I sell clay statues of 
gods and goddesses on the street. I earn up to 50 rupees a day. Half of my 
earnings goes to the owner of the shop. I have built a good relationship 
with the owner and he pays me on time. I am enrolled in Nabadisha and I 
go to a formal government school in the morning from 7 am to 10 am. My 
aim is to study further and work at the same time. 
 
           This narrative shows that children who work in the pavement have 
sometimes had experience of working before in their village. Though rural-to-
urban migration has led to increased volume of child workers in city centres, most 
of these children, however, are already working in their families’ farms or homes. 
Upon moving to the cities, the nature of their job changes and they usually need to 
work independently or with non-family members of society. Their visibility also 
increases in the eyes of mainstream society and advocates who see them as a 
social problem. In the street situation, children like Subal who are forced to work 
because of a sudden crisis in the family, choose jobs based on time commitment 
and hard work. He opted out of the first job because of the low wages, their 
irregular payment, and the long working hours which left him with insufficient 
time to study.  
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The next narrative is that of Ramesh, (14-years-old) who sells 
newspaperson the pavement. He stood out as being one of the most intelligent and 
hardworking boys at Nabadisha Centre. His proficiency in English was 
commendable, especially considering the quality of education that he had been 
receiving. He would characteristically reflect before sharing about his life. He 
provided the following narrative when asked about his work. 
My family migrated from Bashirhat district of West Bengal. We lived in a 
small village named Palgunda. After coming to Kolkata, we were living in 
a bustee (slum). The bustee was evicted by Kolkata police and we had to 
move out. We found a place in another bustee which is extremely dirty 
and noisy. I am studying in class five. I come from a gorib poribar (poor 
family). My father used to work as a construction labourer. . He started 
drinking madh (alcohol) with his friends. After some time he became 
alcoholic and stopped giving money to my ma (mother).  He would often 
come home drunk and beat my mother. In 2009, he passed away. I was sad 
when he died. But I was relieved that now my poribar (family) can live 
peacefully and nobody would create bad atmosphere at home. My mother 
has asthma. I started to work after my father’s death. My elder brother 
dropped out from school and is working in a factory. Both of us are now 
taking care of our poribar (family). I work at a newspaper stand. I like this 
job because it does not require hard work as compared to the work that 
some of my friends are doing. Moreover, I enjoy reading the newspaper. 
This has improved my knowledge. I earn around 300 rupees per month. I 
give around 200 rupees to my mother and spend the rest on myself. I want 
to be a bhalo manush (good human being) and take care of my mother. I 
hope that one day I can start my own shop and provide books to needy 
children. 
 
           Raju (13 years old) hailed from Bankura district of West Bengal, and 
worked in a tea stall with his grandmother. His narrative shows how children use 
their social networks when working in the street. They establish relationships with 
people in the area and use them as and when required and benefit from their social 




I came to the city from the gram (village) when I was five years old and 
ever since have lived in Kalighat. After coming here, my baba (father) 
changed and became alcoholic and would beat my mother cruelly. One 
day, my mother suddenly ran away with another man, leaving me and 
my younger sister with dadu (grandfather) and thakuma (grandmother). 
My thakuma runs a tea stall in Kalighat. I help her by delivering tea to 
the grahok (customers), some of whom are in big offices and even the 
police. This has been my job for three years. On a good day we make 
up to 70 or 80 rupees. My thakuma gives me 10 rupees everyday for my 
personal expenses. But it has not always been like this. When thakuma 
first started selling tea, we had to move our stall many times. Borsha 
kale (rainy season) was most difficult for us. After thakuma and I spoke 
to Bado babu (the police-in-charge), who was our regular customer, he 
fixed a spot for our tea stall. This has helped us a lot. The other people 
also selling tea in this area have stopped troubling us. We even bought 
a large plastic sheet with which we can cover our whole stall in the 
borsha kale (rainy season) and people can also stand under it and drink 
our tea. I am happy that our business is doing well even though it 
makes me very tired. I wake up at 6 in the morning and go to school 
from 7 to 11 am. After that I join my grandmother. For lunch, I eat the 
mid-day meal at Nabadisha Centre, or sometimes I buy food. We work 
till 8 or 9 pm. Therefore, I don’t get much time to do padha suna 
(study). I sleep around 11 p.m. It’s a hard life but what to do? We are 
gorib manush (poor people) and have to work, but it’s okay. I like my 
work and get to help my family with money. 
 
……Last year, after the borsha (rainy season), I had high fevers for 3 
days and I went to the Nabadisha teacher who then took me to the clinic 
where they told me I had Malaria and I got bitter medicines. I was very 
weak for two weeks and my two friends Subhas and Sanju took turns to 
help thakuma. I was very touched that everyone helped me when I was 
in need.  
 
The following narrative was recounted by Krishna (12 years old), who was 
disliked by the NGO workers and some of his friends because of his rebellious 
nature. Krishna was often accused of lying and stealing from friends and places he 
worked. He was often seen playing cards with older boys. He fought with one of 
the staff of Nabadisha Centre and used foul language. He was forbidden to enter 
the Centre for almost one month. Later his mother apologized on his behalf and 
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then he was allowed to return.  He dropped out from a formal government school 
and decided not to study further. He was sent to jail once for stealing53
I was born in Kalighat. This has been my badi (home). My baba (father) 
does not work and drinks madh (alcohol) everyday. My ma (mother) 
works as kajer lok (domestic help). I spend most of my time on the streets 
of Kalighat. I do different jobs to earn money. I used to beg in front of 
Kali temple. I didn’t like that job because my bondhu (friends) would 
make fun of me. So I started to work in a restaurant where I would clean 
the dishes. But it was very tiring. I had to work from morning till night. It 
was especially difficult to wash dishes in cold water during the sheet kale 
(winter season). So I quit this job too. Then I started rag-picking  with my 
friends. I used to earn around 20 rupees per day. This job was fun because 
we worked in groups. But once while collecting stuff I got hurt by a 
broken beer bottle. I had to go to the hospital. Now I am working in a car 
park with Sudip, one of my closest friends. I have many bondhu (friends) 
and we often hang out in Park and watch films. Whatever I earn I spend on 
my friends, unlike other children who give money to their ma (mother). 
We pool money and buy food, cigarettes and movie tickets. I don’t have 
any fixed time to sleep, eat or work. I don’t like to be with my mother all 
the time. And also I don’t like to study.  
. He felt 
happy that he had the freedom to do whatever he likes and not be subjugated by 
his mother like other children of Kalighat.  He was stubborn and at first I had 
problems trying to talk to him. But soon he became my friend and often shared his 
experiences on the street: 
 
These narratives suggest that children work for various reasons, starting from 
supporting their family members, to earning money for fun and enjoyment, or 
                                                 
53 In India the juvenile justice system for children follows Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of 
Children) Act 2000 which was amended in 2006. This act has divided children into two 
categories- ‘juvenile in conflict with law’ and ‘child in need of care and protection’. Under the 
2000 Act, juvenile means a boy or a girl who has not attained the age of 18 years. Under this act 
age is a significant factor for determining how the court deals with the offender. A person who is a 
minor or a child cannot be convicted in the same manner as an adult. Children have to be dealt 
with under the juvenile justice system and not the adult criminal justice system. Children can 




securing a better future. Work constitutes an integral part of their life. Children 
switch jobs based on time commitment, how hard the work is, and payment 
received from such jobs. Although a majority of children contributed money to 
their family members, they kept some money for fulfilling their own 
requirements.  This financial independence and freedom to choose different jobs 
was very important to them. The boys had liberty to work in different settings; 
girls were mostly working as domestic helpers in the nearby apartments. Their 
mothers were also working as domestic help. They earned around 300 to 500 
rupees per month. Most of the girls felt that this was an embarrassing job, but 
financial constraints forced them to work. However, some girls liked to work as 
they could watch television in their employer’s home and also received new 
clothes during festivals. Alka (16 years old) gives an account of her experience of 
working as a domestic help: 
I was born in a gram (village). My family migrated to Kolkata in search of 
jobs. Initially we used to live in a bustee (slum) which was evicted in 2005 
and we were forced to live on the rasta (pavements). The state 
government promised to provide accommodation, but six years have gone 
by and they did nothing for us. My baba (father) met with an accident and 
lost one of his legs. Since then he doesn’t work. My ma (mother) works as 
a kajer lok (domestic help). I have three younger sisters. My ma (mother) 
was the sole breadwinner for our family. Initially I would accompany my 
mother to help her in the employer’s house. Gradually I started to work 
full time. This is the only way I can support my poribar (family). My 
mother has struggled a lot. And I feel now it’s my responsibility to share 
some of the burden. I started going to school when I was seven years old. 
After one year I had to drop out because of my father’s accident. Now I 
have once again resumed my studies. I have stopped working for one 
household so that I can spend some time on my education. It’s difficult to 
manage both but I am trying hard. The teachers in school are supportive 
and my employer’s daughter helps me with studies. She provides me with 
clothes and allows me to watch television. I hope with everyone’s help I 
can finish school. 
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These children’s stories confirm what many researchers have argued, namely that 
working in the street has helped children to develop skills to cope with various 
situations (Aptekar 1988, 1989; Felsman 1989; Lusk 1992; Swart 1990; Tyler, 
Tommasello, & Zhang 1992).  Oliveira, Baizerman, and Pellet (1992) measured 
the mental health of 71 Brazilian street children ranging in age from eight to 
eighteen. They pointed out several resilient characteristics of the children 
including a high degree of intelligence, a concern for each other, lack of drug 
abuse, and good self esteem. The narratives I have presented here similarly reflect 
the children’s determination to help their families, further their own education as 
far as they can, and make the best of the difficult situations in which they find 
themselves. 
           One of the interesting ways in which children selling goods on the 
pavement or begging showed their intelligence is in approaching strangers. They 
would apply different strategies for customers based on their appearance. For 
instance, the children working on the pavement would actively seek foreign 
tourists as compared to locals, since they felt that they pay more attention to their 
stories and are better customers and almsgivers.  They would engage in 
conversation by asking them about their country, purpose of their visit, the 
currency note in their home country, before seeking sales or alms.  
According to Kapil (12 years old):  
Bideshi parjatok (Foreign tourists) are easy to manipulate. They can’t 
haggle much. On the other hand local people like to reduce the prices 
more. Also, tourists are generous. Sometimes they give me extra money 
to eat or buy something for my younger sister. They are very interested 
to know about our life. Once a German man named David spent a whole 




           Apart from foreign tourists, children would target newly wedded couples, 
families with newborn children and families who would come to take blessings 
for their new cars. They derived benefit from the knowledge that such groups 
would usually not deny them alms as it was considered a holy act in the process of 
seeking blessings from the temple. They also strategized their soliciting of 
customers by identifying and approaching people who they considered to be rich 
based on their clothing and cars. For these groups, the children would initiate their 
interaction by offering blessings and saying good things about their baby or cars 
or couple. The children selling goods on the pavement exercised their judgment 
on the ability of the devotee to pay and the degree of their interest in the goods in 
marking up the price.  
           Most of the pavement- and slum-dwelling children were also enrolled in 
school – formal, non-formal or both. They emphasized the importance of learning 
different languages apart from their mother tongue, which is Bengali. My first 
encounter with the children made me think about their potential to learn and 
improve their situation. When I first met the children of Kalighat I was introduced 
as a volunteer who would help them in their studies. I was sitting in a group of 
twenty children. 
One of the boys, Subal (10 years old), who sold thakur murti (clay statues of gods 
and goddesses, as described above) told me: 
 I want to learn English. My grahok (customers) are mostly parjatok 
(tourists) and students. And they get impressed when I can talk to them 




6.3 Consumption Practices and Forms of Recreation 
 
Part of children’s experience on the pavement extends from ways of making 
money to ways of spending it. The participants in this study, along with other 
pavement- and slum-dwelling children that I observed, enjoyed freedom to a 
limited extent because most of them were living with their parents who exercised 
some control over them. However, the older children were more independent in 
their movements and activities but still had to return home at night. The younger 
children would often take permission from their parents before going to play or 
meeting friends and specify where they could be found. Parents would regulate 
the girls more by prohibiting them to be friends with certain boys and girls. Girls 
were mostly found in company of their friends or family members. Girls were 
also prohibited from roaming around in the area and would always be found near 
the vicinity of their home. Though most of the children make their money in the 
Kalighat area, the boys especially have individual freedom to roam around in the 
city, as well as the economic freedom to consume commodities. Indeed, the fact 
that these children can participate in the buying and consuming of goods and 
services using the money they have acquired makes life on the pavement and 
slum more satisfying for them. Having few restrictions, and enjoying the ability to 
purchase and consume different items whenever they want, is one of the greatest 
freedoms children enjoy in their life. The following section describes how 




6.3.1 Getting Food  
 Food is the most sought-after commodity and the primary expenditure for 
pavement- and slum-living children. Since the majority of the children live with 
their family on the pavement or slum, their family members take the 
responsibility of feeding them. The food provided by the Kali temple is another 
source of regular meals for the children. However, children love spending money 
on buying snacks and drinks. They often pool their money and buy food to share 
among a group of friends. Over the course of my study I observed many instances 
when children purchased food sold by street vendors such as mangoes, guava, 
bananas, Alur dum (spicy potato), luchi (Indian bread), peanuts, chips, roasted 
corn, popcorn, and other foods, which they then shared with other friends.  Sanju 
(12 years old) had this to say about sharing food: 
It is not important for each person to earn everyday because if you have a 
bad day, your bondhu (friends) will help you. When I have taka (money) 
I buy khabar (food) for Raju and Subash. They do the same for me. 
Yesterday I had no taka (money) to buy food, so these boys bought 
chowmein and we ate together. They did this because last week my 
thakuma (grandmother) cooked rice and fish curry for me and I shared it 
with them. It’s important to share with my friends because they care for 
me and help me. 
           
None of the participants I interacted with talked about hunger as a main concern 
living on the pavement and in slum. Subash (13 years old), whose family 
migrated from a village in Medinipur district, compared his food consumption 
practices in the city to those he remembers when he lived in the village: 
When I lived in the village we ate daal bhat (rice and lentils) everyday. 
Only during pujo (festivals) or special occasions I got to eat meat. But 
after coming to Kalighat I can eat meat more regularly. The best is 
during Durga Pujo, we get fish and chicken for five continuous days 
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from the temple and local community clubs.  Chicken chowmein is also 
cheap and available everywhere. Sometimes, I go to a candy shop and 
buy chocolates and share it with my bondhu (friends). Sometimes I help 
the kaku (uncle) of the sweet shop in cleaning the utensils and he gives 
me free sweets.  
           
This acknowledgement by Subash that food is more readily available and plentiful 
in the city as compared to his village confirms that pavement living helps children 
to obtain food more freely. They may in fact be eating a greater variety of foods 
and enjoying better overall nutrition than they would in the village (Panter-Brick 
1997). 
           Most of the participants ate at least one meal a day that was prepared by 
their mother or other family members. Many girl participants helped their mother 
with the cooking. They cooked on a kerosene stove and owned some cooking 
utensils. They usually cooked on the sideways of the pavement where their 
activity was visible to everyone passing through the area. This practise was not 
seen as particularly embarrassing by both parents and children as compared to 
sleeping on the pavement. But sometimes, in the absence of kerosene or when 
their mother is sick, children ate from street vendors or small restaurants. Subash, 
Krishna, and Sanju bought their food on credit. As they helped the shop owner, 
Mr Basu, in cleaning utensils and serving the customers, he allowed them to eat 
food on credit knowing that he will see them again. Most people in Kolkata eat 
three meals a day, taking the first meal at 9 am, followed by lunch at 1 or 2 pm, 
and dinner at 8 or 9 pm. But the pavement- and slum-dwelling children of 
Kalighat have a much more irregular meal pattern based on the availability of 
food and the situation that day. Sometimes they eat three meals a day and 
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sometimes only two. However, most of the children reported that they ate at least 
two meals a day and in very few circumstances did they have to go to sleep 
hungry.  
 
6.3.2 Watching Films and Television 
Watching films in cinema halls was a common practice among the pavement- and 
slum-dwelling children.. Children loved talking about films, actors and actresses. 
Some children even went to watch a film shoot if it was happening in a nearby 
locality. There are many single-screen theatres in Kolkata with tickets costing 
around thirty rupees. Subash, Raju, Sanju, Kapil, Shyam, Surojit, Aarti, Seema, 
and Alka were all regular moviegoers, and claimed that watching films was one of 
their major sources of entertainment. The boys and girls who frequently went to 
film halls said that they preferred to watch Bengali films as compared to Hindi 
films. Some children claimed that they liked to watch both Bengali and Hindi 
films.  Some children declared that if they liked the film they would go back and 
view it again. Children loved to act out the scenes from the films and enjoyed 
singing songs. Seema (15 years old), who was one of the regular filmgoers from 
the girls’ group, shared her thoughts in the ‘River of Life’ research tool about her 
favourite film actor Deb. The following drawing explains her fascination with 




Drawing 20: ‘River of Life’ by Seema 
           I asked Seema to write about the good and bad experiences of her life. The 
upward waves represent the good things and the downward waves represent the 
bad things. She wrote that some of the most positive things that happened in her 
life so far was meeting her favourite Bengali film actor Deb, watching all his 
films, seeing one of his films being shot in Lake Park, and celebrating his birthday 
with friends. Some of the bad things in her life included fights with parents, 
friends, and the death of her Jetha (Father’s brother) and Jethar chele (Father’s 
brother son) from disease. 
Krishna (12 years old) shared some of his thoughts about watching films: 
I love to watch action films. Shah Rukh Khan54
 
 is my favourite actor. I 
recently watched Ra.One, which is an action film. I loved that how the 
actor thrashed all the kharab lok (bad guys). I was so impressed that I 
watched this movie three times.  
                                                 
54 Shah Rukh Khan is a popular bollywood movie star. 
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Apart from going to cinema children enjoy watching television serials and 
reality shows especially song and dance competitions. Some of the children 
wished to participate in popular dance reality shows. They usually watch such 
programmes at their employer’s place, outside the electronic shop outlets where 
shows are being played on the display TV or at the neighbouring community 
centre. It is interesting to note that the majority of children are influenced by these 
powerful images, high drama, bright lights and costumes. Many of the film and 
television personalities are strong role models for the children. Although it is 
difficult to assess the direct affect of mass media on the attitude and behaviour of 
children, the images of  colourful youth characters on the TV and films acts as an 
agent of socialization for the children. 
 
6.3.3 Consuming Adult Commodities 
Pavement- and slum-living children’s consumption practices not only help to 
define how they see themselves, but also contribute to how members of the public 
construct their identity. The degree of negativity that urban people of Kolkata 
generally feel toward those they view as street children is high, often referring to 
them as chor (thief),  bodmash (ill mannered) or rastar baccha (roadside 
children). Public opinion is partly shaped by the fact that children living on the 
pavement often go beyond the acceptable social boundaries that prohibit other 
children from participating in what is seen as disrespectful and physically harmful 
consumption patterns. For instance, most of the participants (especially the boys, 
and also a few girls) have smoked cigarettes or used tobacco products, primarily 
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khaini (chewing tobacco), at some point during their lives on the pavement and 
slum. I myself had observed some young boys of age range ten to thirteen 
smoking and using khaini (chewing tobacco). 
Although most of the children’s fathers had been or were currently chronic 
alcohol abusers, alcohol consumption is not common among the pavement- and 
slum-living children. Many male participants knew different kinds of alcohol, 
where to purchase them and their cost but denied drinking or having any desire to. 
While some attributed it to the bad taste, most were averse due to their 
experiences with their intoxicated fathers.  
With regard to the consumption of drugs, during the field study I observed 
some adults living on the pavement sniffing glue from plastic bags. Some parents 
informed me that apart from glue, a few adults routinely used ganja (marijuana). 
However, the pavement- and slum-dwelling children who participated in my 
study strongly denied using any kind of such drugs. None reported any experience 
or desire to attempt such drugs. This contrasts with Beazley’s study in Java where 
she found that alcohol, drugs, and inhalants are used habitually by the street 
children (Beazley 2003). This is possibly since most of the studied children in 
Java lived independently while those in Kolkata mainly lived with family 
providing protection against drug consumption. Secondly, most of the children in 
Kalighat were engaged in education and felt they had a bright future and felt that 
only weak, lazy or helpless people would take such strong drugs. This is similar to 
a study of Brazilian street children that observed an absence of drug abuse 
(Oliveira et al. 1992). In fact, these authors noted that “it was interesting to learn 
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that the youth were much more concerned about drug abuse than were the service 
providers such as NGO workers” (p.170).  
Some of these children could be seen playing tash - a game played with 
simple playing-cards. In most parts of India, this is widely deemed to be an 
immoral act even when been done by adults or without betting and especially so 
when children are seen to be playing. In the course of my fieldwork, I would 
occasionally spot small groups of young boys playing tash. Only a small group of 
five young boys in my research group volunteered that they would sometimes 
play tash.  
Sanju (12 years old), for instance, told me:   
When I have time I collect my bondhu (friends) and when we don’t feel 
like playing cricket or marbles then we play cards. But we have never 
gambled. We play for fun. 
 
The boys reported pride in doing acts such as chewing tobacco, drinking 
alcohol, and playing cards as they felt more masculine. When Krishna (12 years 




Drawing 21: Playing cards 
 The drawing above illustrates how there is a spectrum of maturity within 
the groups of children. Krishna shows a preference for engaging in adult 
activities, which may be partly due to the fact that he is able to earn money 
regularly by engaging in different activities such as washing dishes in a 
restaurant, collecting recyclables and working in car park and thus feel more 
independent.  
          These kinds of practices lead the urban public to label pavement- and slum-
dwelling children in a negative way. Nevertheless, drinking alcohol and smoking 
cigarettes are common practices among Indian adults, especially men. 
Furthermore, the use of ganja (marijuana) in religious ceremonies and festivals 
like Holi (festival of colour) is a regular practice. Pavement- and slum-living 
children challenge the accepted way a child should behave in Indian society by 
working on the street and consuming some of the adult commodities. It is this 
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kind of lifestyle that many adults find disturbing. However, many of the above 
activities gave them happiness.  
When children were asked in protection umbrella tool about their happiest 
memory, the graph below represents their responses. 
 
Figure 11:  My Happiest Memory 
 
42% of the children reported that their happiest memories are related to some of 
the fun activities that they engage in. These activities included going to the 
cinema hall to watch films, watching movie or television shootings, getting 
autograph of their favorite movie star Deb, buying a radio to listen to music, 
buying a bicycle to roam in the city, buying clothes, make up items for girls, and 
celebrating their birthday with friends and family by cutting cake and buying 
sweets for everyone. 25% said that festivals gave them happiness. Children 
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celebrated Durga Puja, Deepawali and other festivals with lots of enthusiasm. 
During these festival children would get new clothes either from their parents or 
places where they worked, especially girls who worked as domestic helpers and 
were gifted new clothes by their employers during Durga Puja. They also 
received crackers and sweets from the NGO Centers and police station. 20% of 
children’s happiest memories were related to their family. This included when 
their mother was happy after receiving a gift from the child, when father did not 
drink, when grandmother recovered from her illness, and family went to visit their 
village. 7% of children stated that educational achievements were their happiest 
memory, for instance when they received a prize from school after obtaining good 
marks, or when they won a prize for hand writing, poem writing, and essay 
writing. 4% of children recollected their happiest memories when they won a 
cricket match, won a prize in running, when an uncle in the locality gave them 
money, and when they helped someone on the pavement. 
 
6.4 The Challenges of Living on the Pavement and Slum 
 
Living on the pavement and slum does carry with it a sense of freedom and 
adventure, but in addition children face various challenges. They often talk about 
the kashto (problems) that they encounter in everyday life. The challenges include 
the pain, suffering, and grief of everyday life surviving on the pavement. The kind 
of problems they encounter, and their severity, varies between the children. 
According to Raju who lives with his grandparents, his biggest trouble with living 
on the pavement is during the winter and rainy season when he needs to find a 
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sheltered place to sleep in. For Subhash, the major problem is harassment by other 
children. For Pushpa, Aarti, and Shyam, who live in a slum located near the 
railway line, the problem comes from the noise of the trains that pass by the area 
every five minutes, until three in the morning. They feel irritated by the sound and 
therefore chose to spend most of their time on the street or at the Centre returning 
home only at night. For Sanju, Sujata, Alo, and Ami the problem is related to their 
health. For Jhuma, Swati, and Mitu the problem lies in people fighting on the 
street which makes them very scared. Some of the problems that children 
encounter are discussed below. 
 
6.4.1 Sleeping on the Pavement 
Most of the research participants had a fixed place to sleep on the pavement. 
During the rainy season, or when new people arrive on the street, or on festive 
occasions when the area around the temple becomes too crowded, the police and 
the temple authorities forced children and their families to shift places. Raju and 
Sanju showed me the places where they were currently sleeping or where they 
knew other pavement-living children sleep. They showed me a place just outside 
a nationalised bank, which was filled with children, their families and their 
belongings such as kerosene stoves, utensils for cooking food, and plastic bags 
filled with clothes. The bank staff were aware of the premises being used by 
pavement dwellers and did not object to it. However, during special occasions 
children and their families were asked to vacate the premises for six to seven 
days. Subash and Sujata showed me a pavement just beside an apartment building 
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which was occupied by many families. During one of our walks through Kalighat, 
Anita showed me another sleeping area located under a concrete stair just near a 
shop. This spot was best for sleeping during winter because its enclosed location 
keeps it warmer than outside sleeping places. Consistent with their stories, I 
observed children frequently sleeping in these locations during my fieldwork. 
            During my research, I observed that Sanju sleeps near the photo frame 
shop where he works. Anita slept with her mother just outside the pavement of the 
Kali temple. Jhuma and Kapil slept on the pavement outside the phone booth 
shop. Drawing on their own personal experience, children were able to explain 
what it means to sleep on the pavement. Most felt that they could find a place to 
sleep at night, but the feeling of sleeping on the road with stray dogs and cats 
around made them sad. Anita (10 years old) recounted one of her experiences of 
sleeping on the street: 
 I was sleeping with my ma (mother) just outside the Kali temple. 
Suddenly I felt something jump on me. I screamed and we saw a huge rat 
in our bed. Ma chased it away with a stick. I was so scared that I could 
not sleep that night. I kept praying to Kali Thakur (the goddess of the 
temple) to protect me and ma. 
 
Most of the children said that their struggles were worst during the rainy and 
winter seasons. The rainy season starts from mid-June to mid-September and the 
winter is from November to February. January is considered to be the coldest 
month. They described how they had to worry about extremely cold nights and 
their inability to store extra blankets or extra clothes. During the monsoon months 
they had to find a dry place to sleep. They had to worry about sleeping spots 
being occupied by families of other pavement dwellers and the ever-present worry 
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of stray dogs and cats that are seemingly everywhere in Kolkata. They were also 
upset about eviction by the police which in turn created new troubles for them, 
forcing them to find new places to keep their belongings and for sleeping.  
 
6.4.2 Slum Conditions 
When the slum-living children were asked about the condition of the slums where 
they currently lived, one of the predominant complaints was the close proximity 
to the railway-lines causing disturbance. People had formed illegal shantytowns 
on unoccupied government land adjacent to the railway lines. The local trains 
would pass every five minutes causing noise and turbulence in their house. 
Usually the one room houses were made of clay bricks. There were no sanitation 
facilities available by the municipal corporations and residents would use open 
spaces for defecation or the public toilets which would charge them fifty paisa. 
During the rainy season, the sanitation situation worsened and resulted in a 
pungent foul smell around the slum.  
           For drinking water, children would walk nearly 2 km to obtain free water 
from the municipal hand-pump. Children pointed out how apart from lack of 
sanitation and over crowdedness, they would frequently get scared at night due to 
people using foul languages or fighting after drinking alcohol. Some children 
even reported sighting drug use in the slums. 
 
6.4.3 Health and Hygiene Issues 
When asked about any sicknesses they had experienced on the pavement or in the 
slum, the most common responses from the participants concerned skin 
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infections, stomach aches, fever, and frequent bouts of diarrhoea. When probed 
on why they became sick, most children attributed their ailments to the dirty water 
that they drunk and the poor living condition in their locality. 
Bathing does not seem to be a major problem for pavement- and slum-
dwelling children of Kalighat or other areas of Kolkata. Owing to the cultural 
practice of outdoor bathing in India, there are a number of chapakal (handpumps) 
and accessible river ghat (steps) where children can bathe, brush their teeth, and 
wash their clothes. Some children even reported using public showers, for which 
one must pay around fifty paisa. 
Sanju’s main problem revolved around health issues. He was worried 
about how to stop the nagging cough that he developed because of the air 
pollution in the city. He coughs noticeably more than other child participants and 
may have acute respiratory problems, or even tuberculosis, which is still 
commonly found in Kolkata. I accompanied the children on one of their monthly 
health checkups. All the children at the Centre were transported in a police van 
and brought to a NGO health clinic. Dr Ghosh, the resident volunteer doctor in an 
interview at the end of the clinic session said: 
This is a new initiative by the NGO to provide much needed healthcare 
serviced to these poor children. It has been challenging for us to identify 
the sick ones amongst them, so we decided to see every child. Many do 
not complain of symptoms but have infectious diseases. Scabies, 
Dysentry, Gastroenteritis and Acute Bronchitis are very prevalent here due 
to poor hygiene habits, living conditions and water-sewage contamination. 
Malnutrition is comparatively rare in these children. The children often 
take medicines for future use or for their siblings. Whenever the children 
come, we organise a ten-minute talk covering health and hygiene issues. 





6.4.4 Harassment Concerns 
Many pavement- and slum-living children shared the problem of being harassed 
by some older boys and adults especially drunkards. This problem was 
particularly faced by children when they moved around alone. Tarak (12 years 
old) shared his story of being harassed by older boys: 
I work in a restaurant.  My work starts from 5 pm and goes on till 10 pm. I 
get paid ten rupees every day. In our para (locality) there is a group of 
useless older boys who don’t work and roam around in the street. They 
bully children who work hard for their poribar (family). Sometimes the 
older boys pull my ears and ask me to give them my daily earnings. When 
I refuse to do that they try to do mara mari (fight). Once my ma (mother) 
came to rescue me and they used gala gali (foul language) about my 
mother. Therefore, I try to avoid involving my mother in these issues and 
sometimes give them money. 
 
Shyam who lived in a slum, similarly complained about older boys who under 
alcohol intoxication would create disturbance around the slums. Many children 
expressed how it was usually the non-school going, older boys who did not work 
and loitered around the street who would also engage in bullying and vandalism.  
 
6.4.5 Eviction from a Slum 
In 2005 the slum located in the Kalighat area was evicted by police and a 
government guesthouse and apartment was constructed in the location. The 
majority of the evicted families moved to the adjacent pavement. These slum 
dwellers had been promised by the government that they would be relocated to 
another location in the same area. However, once it became apparent to them that 
this was not going to be fulfilled, they refused to leave the pavements and 
protested in the area, forcing the local shop-owners to close their shops. Many of 
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the shopkeepers hired auxiliary policeman to stand guard outside their shop areas 
preventing the slum dwellers from protesting or living outside their shops. In 
some instances, some of these evicted slum-dwelling families were harassed and 
physically assaulted, while in others they were chased or run out of the locality by 
the guards. This incident has left a huge impression on the children and their 
families. The children would talk about the incident with obvious signs of pain 
and grief. They considered the eviction of the slum as the biggest setback in their 
life so far. Ramesh (14 years old) recollected the event, stating: 
The slum eviction destabilized my life. Earlier I had a fixed location to 
stay and I could work conveniently. After the eviction I had to relocate 
from Kalighat and find a house in another location, and it was really 
difficult for my poribar (family). I walk almost fourty minutes every day 
to reach Kalighat as my shop is located here. Also, it’s easy to find 




The great majority of pavement- and slum-living children in Kolkata have 
migrated to the city from rural districts. Their immersion in the life on the 
pavement does not happen overnight. It is part of a process that sees children 
gradually adapt to living in city pavements and slums that inevitably disconnects 
them from the mainstream society to some extent, but at the same time enables 
them to survive. During this process, children learn the techniques that enable 
them to live and work on the pavement. This chapter has concentrated on some of 
these techniques as they directly apply to the pavement- and slum-living children. 
Their ability to persevere in a harsh environment is directly dependent on the 
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business opportunities provided by the Kalighat area. In spite of the adverse 
conditions and constant threats, Kalighat is a relatively advantageous location 
which offers the most avenues for earning income. 
            In addition to their dependency on the area, this chapter has also tried to 
highlight the importance of consumption in pavement- and slum living children’s 
lives. In addition to contributing to the family income, these children make their 
own decisions about spending their earned money and have the freedom to move 
around in the city. These children have the opportunity to develop consumption 
patterns that they would otherwise not be exposed to in the rural setting. As a 
result, a sense of adventure and a certain addiction to city life emerges. 
            Lastly, this chapter has focused on the daily problems that the pavement- 
and slum-living children must tolerate and the difficulties they face living and 
working on the pavement and in slum. The problems faced by the children include 
the danger and discomfort of sleeping on the pavement, battling sickness and 
disease, poor sanitation facilities and the periodic eviction of slums that disrupts 
their life.  In spite of these difficulties, however, the children have not lost hope of 
having a better life. The next chapter will explore how the children view their 
lives and surroundings in terms of honour, shame and desire and will also provide 
a discussion on how the Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) play an active 













It has been discussed thus far how the pavement- and slum-dwelling children 
place importance on family, friends, work, education, and their locality. Through 
my research I learned how the children give importance to the above features of 
their daily lives on the basis of three key aspects of ‘garvo’ (honour), ‘lajja’ 
(shame) and ‘iccha’ (desire). Children acted as social agents and continually 
assessed their lives based on these aspects through which they obtained happiness, 
sadness and motivation. It was consistently observed and narrated by the children, 
how working was important for them, and it was a matter of honour for them to 
be able to contribute to the family income. However, the nature of work could be 
a source of shame for them. Apart from work, children were also shameful of 
their father’s domestic violence and strongly criticised it. Moreover, the children 
desired to improve their own lives and their family’s situations by continuing their 
education and working.  This demonstrates children’s sensibility and maturity of 
handling their life circumstances. The NGOs played an active role in children’s 
lives. I will present a discussion of the various programmes that NGOs have been 
offering to children of the pavements and slums and how children view those 




7.2 Children’s Portrayal of Life: ‘Garvo’ (honour), ‘Lajja’ (shame) & ‘Iccha’ 
(desire) 
 
The pavement- and slum-dwelling children were unhappy about many of the ways 
the wider society views and treats them. In the public discourse, the street and the 
slum signify negative images both in terms of the physical space and the people 
who live in them. It is commonly considered to be a dirty, illegal settlement with 
high chances of dirty, bad and potentially deviant or criminal people living in 
them (Mishra, 2007). The society perceives children from such settings either in 
terms of being ‘victims’ or ‘delinquents’. This results in stigmatization of the 
children (Panter-Brick 2008), reinforcing their marginality. Subash, who works in 
a restaurant and comes into constant contact with mainstream adults, feels that 
many of them do not treat him well. Almost daily the children who engage in 
different types of work endure rebuke from a society that perceives them as being 
disobedient and deviant (McFayden 2004). Children continually assess their 
situation in relation to these perceived views and stereotypes about them. The 
essay below reflects the thoughts of a slum-living girl, Bhavani. 
The story that should not be told 
I, Bhavani, study in 10th grade. I was born in a bustee (slum).  I now live 
in Subhasgram after we were forcibly evicted from my birthplace. I really 
dislike my current badi (home) and often think back to my first badi. I 
wish I could go back. I miss all the bhalo (good) and kharab (bad) 
memories I had over there. I had lots of friends over there whom I now 
miss. As it is, some of my friends have gone back to their village while 
some now study from hostels, and in fact, a few have even married. It 
saddens me whenever I think about it. I fondly remember playing hide and 
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seek, and also miss Bittu, my former neighbour, who became my bhai 
(brother) in-name as I didn’t have any of my own. 
Now I don’t even meet him during ‘Raksha Bandhan’55
After my father passed away, ma became even busier trying to provide for 
us. Both of us sisters decided that we would stop our studies and try 
earning an income to help our ma. I started to work as a kajer lok 
(domestic help) in one of the big apartments. I did sweeping, mopping and 
washed utensils. Sometimes when I came late to work, the employer 
scolded me and threatened to deduct my salary. The house had children of 
my age. Although I was very fascinated by them, but shy, I noticed that in 
spite of having a very comfortable life they seemed completely occupied 
with their luxuries such as television and computer games. In addition to 
being irshaya (jealous), I would frequently leave their badi (houses) 
feeling aggrieved and angry that thakur (God) could allow such 
inequalities to exist. Come what may, this is the battle in my life which I 
need to win. It’s fine if I don’t succeed in being a doctor or engineer, so 
long as at the very least I am able to uplift my ma  (mother’s)  life. I aspire 
to end the misery and darkness in our life and fill it with light and 
happiness. 
.  My own life has 
changed so much with time.  Within two years of moving to Subhasgram I 
lost my father. But I have been lucky to receive lots of love from my ma 
(mother) and bado didi (elder sister). Though I miss my baba (father) I 
had never received love from him. Maybe this was because he had a 
second family apart from us.  My biggest regret is that I could no longer 
see my baba after he died.  
 
This above is an essay written in bengali by seventeen-year-old Bhavani 
for my study. She has lived in a slum since her birth. The slum was her home for a 
very long time where she lived with her family and friends. Bhavani and her 
family which comprises her widowed mother and elder sister had to live on the 
railway platform for one week before they could find another place to stay. This 
essay clearly highlights her struggle in life and her hope of achieving a better life 
not just for her but for the sake of her mother. When asked why she called this 
                                                 
55 Raksha Bandhan, (the bond of protection) or Rakhi is a Vedic festival primarily observed in 
India, Mauritius and Nepal, which celebrates the relationship between brothers, cousins and 
sisters. It is also called Rakhi Purnima in most of India. It is also celebrated in some parts of 
Pakistan. The festival is observed by Hindus, and some Sikhs and Muslims. The central ceremony 
involves the tying of a rakhi (sacred thread) by a sister on her brother's wrist. This symbolizes the 
sister's love and prayers for her brother's well-being, and the brother's lifelong vow to protect her. 
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‘the story that should not be told’ she said that her life thus far had had  many 
troubles, injustices and embarrassments and it had been very difficult sharing 
them but she felt it was necessary to tell her story. 
The description of her life as painful, filled with responsibilities, and with 
no support from anywhere is clear from the essay. It also highlights the disparity 
between the deprivations experienced by poor children, and rich children’s lives 
which are full of opportunities. This comparison suggests that children not only 
count their accomplishments but also their failures and their self-perception in 
relation to the larger society. It must be noted that the larger society in children’s 
conception is not only the city where they currently live but also their hometowns 
or villages from where they have migrated to Kolkata. Their perception and 
evaluation of themselves is, therefore, simultaneously juxtaposed with how they 
locate themselves in their village or hometown as well as in the city amidst the 
discourses about them in the media, the NGOs, and among the urban middle class 
and the rich section of the population.  
The characterization of poor children as ‘thieves’ or ‘useless’ people who 
roam around in the city is dominant in the city of Kolkata. While most children 
resent this identity, they also capitalize on it in some instances. The resentment 
stems from the association of pavement- or slum-dwelling children’s identity with 
being involved in criminal activities, doing dirty work like, rag picking, sleeping 
on the pavement, or as being mostly involved in smoking, drugs or alcohol. 
However, many children who worked in tea stalls or hotels and did other odd jobs 
resented this identity because such conceptions misrepresented them. 
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 Children took enormous pride in earning their own money (cf. Beazley 
2003) and contributing to their family. They were quick to point out that they 
were different from those pavement- and slum-living children who would loiter 
around or engage in petty crimes. They also considered themselves more useful as 
compared to children who would only go to school and not contribute anything to 
the family income. Ramesh (14 years old), who works part-time at a newspaper 
stand, said: 
I never thought I will have to work. My dadu (grandfather) was working 
in a government college and we never had any problem. Although we 
lived in a bustee (slum), but we had everything. But after my dadu 
(grandfather’s) death, we lost everything. I now work in the morning and 
after that I go to school. I give my earning to ma (mother) so that she can 
buy her asudh (medicines). I feel good that I am able to contribute to my 
poribar (family). Unlike other children I don’t waste my time. Rather I 
work and earn something which makes me garvo (proud). 
 
Seema (15 years old), who worked as a domestic help, stated: 
I spend my money on buying clothes, hair clips, notebooks, and 
sometimes give it to my mother. I feel glad that my parents don’t have to 
bear my expenses. Through my work I can support myself. 
 
Tarak (12 years old), who worked in a food stall, shared similar sentiments: 
I have been working from the age of seven. I give some of my money to 
ma (mother) and the rest I use for playing videogames. Nowadays, I am 
saving money to buy a bicycle for myself. I know if I ask my mother she 
won’t be able to help me. That’s why I want to buy it from my own 
money. 
 
Children worked and used the money for different purposes. Some children gave 
all the money to their parents. Some used it for their own purposes, like buying 
clothes, kites, balls or a bicycle. The money earned gave them a strong sense of 
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independence and pride. They looked down on other children who were 
completely dependent on their families. When asked what they would do if they 
unpredictably earned extra money or were donated more money, most said that 
they would spend it or share with their parents. Very few children said that they 
would save the money.  
 Apart from earning, the children were very proud of one of their projects 
which they called “Prayasam” meaning effort or attempt. This project was set up 
in 2008 following the encouragement of visiting student-volunteers from Ireland 
who persuaded them to resolve their minor issues amongst themselves. Around 20 
children have formed this informal group. The main purpose of this group was to 
hear each other’s problems and seek solutions among the group members. They 
also created awareness about health and hygiene by talking to the people in their 
surroundings. Regular meetings were held in the Nabadisha Centre once a month. 
Children also maintained a diary to keep note of their tasks. The girl members of 
this group who work as domestic helpers have created a street play entitled 
Amader Jibon (our lives) which shows what their lives are like, based primarily 
on their experience of working in other people’s houses. This play is popular 
among the children, since they feel comfortable expressing their feelings without 
being controlled by anyone. In the play, children especially enjoyed watching the 
part where one girl showed how she dances in front of the TV when her employer 
is busy with her own work. The child playmakers had captured small moments 
and made it into a lively experience for themselves and their audience. 
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In one of the group meetings, Raju shared that Sukumar, one of the 
younger boys from the Centre, had started smoking cigarettes. He had caught him 
twice and thought that it was important to share this matter with other friends. The 
children decided to confront him and if he didn’t listen to them then they would 
involve his family and the Nabadisha teachers into this matter. They were aware 
that if they directly told Sukumar’s mother, she would beat him. This might 
embarrass him and create a rift between the friends. Another problem that was 
discussed was that of Seema, who was one of the senior members of the group. 
She had recently gotten involved in a relationship with a boy and had noticed 
rumours surrounding her. She wanted the reassurance of the group members that 
they would not inform her parents about this matter. The children agreed to keep 
the matter from her parents or the Nabadisha teachers, however a few members 
especially Shyam and Suraj warned her vociferously  about the boy’s character as 
he had been spotted roaming around with a group of alcoholics.  
 In addition to discussing personal problems, the children were also in the 
process of planning to conduct surveys in the nearby slums and pavements to 
enrol drop out and out of school children in Nabadisha centres. The children felt 
that if they conduct surveys, children’s families would get an opportunity to 
interact with them and get firsthand experience of how their child can receive 
education. The work of ‘Prayasam’ is to some extent similar to ‘Amra Padatik’ 
(‘we are foot soldiers’), a self-formed organization by the children of commercial 
sex workers in Kolkata.  Sircar and Dutta (2005) presented a thorough 
ethnography of this thousand-member organization, and contested the much-
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publicized vision of these children as being at risk and in need of rescue. They 
described them as being enmeshed in the political society of sex workers and 
actively engaged in struggles to gain dignity for their mothers and claiming their 
own rights as children of sex workers. The children considered themselves as 
active citizens with rights to know the policies that concern and affect them and 
their mothers. The authors noted that these children understand their lived reality 
and want to build solidarity with other marginalized groups to fight for the rights 
of poor children. 
 In addition to earning money and taking part in group initiatives, many of 
the children mentioned how they took pride in their personal accomplishments. 
For instance, many mentioned that they took pride in performing arts especially in 
dance programmes and some felt proud when their poems or articles were 
selected for publication in the Centre newsletter or other magazines. Shyam (16 
years old) wrote the following in his diary: 
21 August, 2010 
Today is my life’s most memorable day. I can say a very special day 
because I got selected by the students of Jadavpur University56
 
 to write an 
article in a magazine called Little Magazine. The students had come to our 
Centre two weeks ago for teaching and now they have decided to work 
with us in this magazine. They will hold workshops for us where they will 
teach us about writing prabandho (articles) and kobita (poems). The 
magazine will be published after six months. I am so happy today that 
people will read an article written by a poor child. From today my sapno 
(dream) starts. I always dreamt of doing bhalo kaaj (good work) in my life 
and this is just the beginning. 
                                                 
56 Jadavpur University or (JU) is a state university located in Kolkata.  
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Another girl, Bina (12 years old), shared how her achievements in dancing 
made her feel more worthy and self-confident. The following ‘River of Life’ 
picture which she drew for me presents her feelings: 
 
 
Drawing 22: River of Life by Bina 
Using the river of life, Bina wrote about the ups and downs in her life. The ups 
included her birthday, joining Nabadisha, gaining admission into a formal school, 
getting a chance in Rabindra dance academy57, winning first prize for slogan 
writing and Riddhi58
                                                 
57 Rabindra dance academy dance school is one of the dance schools operating in Kalighat. This 
school teaches dance voluntarily in the Nabadisha Centre. The children who perform well are 
admitted to the dance school without paying any fees. 
 dance competition, her elder sister’s wedding, going to the 
cinema to watch movies, and learning dance from a new teacher. The downs 




included her father’s death, friend’s death and the passing away of some other 
family members. Her ambition for the future was to be a dance teacher. 
 Working provided the pavement- and slum-dwelling children with pride, a 
sense of worthiness and self-confidence and happiness in earning money and 
supporting their family financially. However, the nature of the kind of work they 
did could also become a source of disgrace for them. Rag picking, which involved 
collecting discarded recyclables from trash bins, garbage dumping grounds, street 
corners, and market places, was done by some of the pavement-dwelling children 
and their family members, especially the mother. They put whatever they thought 
recyclable into sacks and carried it on their backs. Rag picking is labelled as ‘dirty 
work’ by both children and urbanites, and therefore is seen as the work which 
carries the lowest social value. The shame associated with this work was 
expressed to me by some of the older boys and their families quite frequently. 
Apart from rag picking , working as a domestic help was also looked down on by 
a majority of the older girls.  
Shanker (10 years old) has lived on the pavement of Kalighat for more 
than four years. He was conscious of his identity as a ‘Kabadiwala’ (someone 
who collects waste) and spoke openly about his experience. He said: 
Shakal bela (morning) is the best time to find stuff. I go at around 4 am to 
find stuff when it is still dark and get done by 6 or 7 in the morning every 
day, because I know if my bondhu (friends) see me they will make fun of 
me. That is a bit embarrassing as some of my friends have found work in 
nearby restaurants and factories. 
 
Similarly, Raju (13 years old), who works full time in his grandmother’s tea stall 
and occasionally goes rag picking with his friends, says: 
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I don’t like this work because it is looked down on by everyone. It is the 
bichidi kaaj (dirtiest work) as compared to other jobs that children do. 
 
Another participant, Suraj (17 years old), who had once worked as a rag picker, 
described his feelings thus: 
When I was young I had no other skill. My poribar (family) was in a 
desperate situation. So I started rag-picking. I used to be very 
embarrassed. It certainly is bichidi kaaj (dirty work) but I feel that in a lot 
of ways I helped the municipal corporation in cleaning up around the 
place. When I joined formal school they taught me about recycling and 
that’s when I realized that I have contributed to the samaj (society) by 
doing this dirty job. I believe that no job should be looked down on. 
 
 
Despite a legitimate concern related to the negative associations of rag picking 
work as expressed by some of the boys, it was also seen as a means for survival 
for many pavement-living families. Suraj even highlighted the positive aspect of 
this job. The children and adults, who continued to perform this job, hence 
improvised ways to minimize embarrassment. They worked very early in the 
morning when their chances of meeting people in general were less, and when 
they could gather most recyclable goods before the garbage bins were emptied. 
They also avoided certain areas where they were more likely to meet friends and 
relatives. 
Similar sentiments of shame and embarrassment also prevailed amongst 
girls who worked as domestic helpers. This view was in contrast with the 
mother’s view who also worked as domestic helpers. Mother’s would often 
encourage their daughter to pursue education and make a better career for 
themselves. However, they didn’t think that the job of domestic helper was 
embarrassing as it provided them with the means to earn money.  Seema (15 years 
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old), who has been working as a domestic helper from the age of 10, hated her job 
the most. She said: 
I don’t like to clean other people’s house and wash their utensils especially 
during the sheet kale (winter season). Sometimes my employer scolds me 
if I don’t do the work properly. It is very humiliating. I am grown up now 
and if someone scolds me in front of their kids I feel angry and curse them 
in my heart. I don’t know why God has created such a disparity between 
dhani  (rich) and gorib (poor) people.  
 
Another occupation that most children find embarrassing was minding shoes 
outside the Kalighat temple. In spite of their-self perceived shame, it provided 
them with a less strenuous avenue of earning money. Many of the small shops 
selling temple paraphernalia would hire these young boys as touts who would 
then be given a small cut out of the earnings from the customers they would bring. 
Upon purchase, the customers could leave their shoes for safekeeping at the shop, 
which the children would be tasked with guarding. The younger boys did not 
complain about this practice, since it was difficult for them to obtain their own 
space near the temple entrance to provide this service, where it was most 
profitable to mind shoes. They would also often be given food and remains of 
offerings that had been made at the temple.  
 The above children, who shared their embarrassment associated with their 
work, nonetheless felt that their jobs were better than begging or stealing, which 
they categorised even lower. Most of the interviewed children reported their 
preferences for working in factories, hotels and restaurants, and cooking mid-day 
meals in government schools. However, these jobs are not always within their 
reach because they were not only seasonal but also required one to have the right 
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contacts. Hence, for most of the time they had to rely on whatever was available 
locally. 
 The children who did certain kinds of jobs such as working in hotels, at 
tea stalls, selling trinkets, or arranging for parking space in the temple area did not 
feel ashamed about their jobs. However, having to sleep on the pavement or in 
other public spaces remained a matter of shame for all the pavement living 
children. In comparison, the slum living  children were ashamed of the condition 
of their shanty homes and both would feel embarrassed when I asked to visit them 
at home.  
 Children’s concerns with self-image and self-esteem are entangled with 
the notions of shame, honour and desire.  The older pavement- and slum-living 
children, like teenagers everywhere, cared a lot about their physical appearance 
and social standing. It was these older children who felt ashamed of sleeping on 
the pavement, of not being able to wear good clothes, of girls working as 
domestic helpers, of boys being ill-treated by adults, of not having enough money, 
and their inability to spend on friends and families. Using the sentence completion 





Figure 12: Things that scare me 
More than three-quarters (37%) of the children wrote that they were 
scared of fights, both verbal and physical. They reported domestic fights between 
their parents, particularly when the father came home drunk and abused their 
mother, as being the scariest. Children considered this to be a shameful act too. 
Fights on the street involving any theft or crime, fights between friends, and 
police beating someone on the street with a stick were also reported as 
frightening. 28% of the children mentioned about family problems such as the 
death of parents, grandparents or a relative, financial issues, father’s anger, 
mother’s illness, and times when their mother is not around, as things that make 
them very scared. 15% of children stated that slum and street conditions makes 
them frightened. This included the rainy monsoon season when it’s difficult to 
sleep on the pavement and the slums would get flooded. Children also reported 
that the winter season is very tough especially for some of the pavement dwelling 
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children who don’t have woollen clothes. Stray dogs and cats also created 
problems for children. Around 12% of the children stated that they are scared of 
lying and stealing. Children had seen thieves getting mob justice and beaten on 
the street when they were caught after stealing .This had left a huge and lasting 
impact on their minds. Some children said that if they lied and their parents 
caught them, they were also beaten. Both lying and stealing was also seen as 
shameful acts. The remaining 5% of children stated that they were most scared at 
night time. This included dreaming about ghosts and dangerous animals. 
In addition, some children shared personal experiences which were 
embarrassing to them and also for the society and the country. The following two 
excerpts describe some of the problems encountered by the girl child in India. 
Indian society is structured in a hierarchical ways that has its roots in 
socialization, prejudice, and discrimination against the girl child (Kusuma 2011). 
Sex segregated norms are practised among all segments of society. Girls are 
socialized to do household work, take care of their siblings and are trained for 
future married life. Boys and girls are treated differently both by their families 
and society.  Soma (10 years old) shared her thoughts of how she was mistreated 
by her parents: 
I have to do all the work. I help my ma (mother) in cooking, buy groceries, 
fetch water from the pump, and take care of my bhai (brother). If I don’t 
do anything both my parents beat me. My brother doesn’t do anything. 
One day he slapped me but my mother said nothing to him. 
 
Sushma (14 years old) shared her experience of almost being drowned by her 




Drawing 23: River of Life by Sushma 
In the ‘River of Life’, Sushma wrote about ups and downs in her life. The good 
things included going to the zoo and to science city with her friends, learning to 
dance, celebrating her birthday with friends and family in 2010, having a good 
relationship with Mukta Didi, one of the Nabadisha teachers, and never failing in 
her class so far. The bad things included the death of her grandfather, a fight 
between her parents and this drowning incident, which she has mentioned in her 
diary too. 
Sushma wrote in her diary: 
When I was 8 years old, I had to go to the gram (village) with my 
maternal grandfather. My family was going through a bad phase. My baba 
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(father) lost his job. And that’s why my brother and I had move to the 
village. I did not like it there. I told my grandfather many times that I want 
to go back to Kolkata. But he did not listen to me. I was very sad because I 
used to miss my ma (mother) and baba (father). I had no bondhu (friends) 
of my age in the village with whom I could play. One day we went to the 
river to wash clothes. That day my mama (mother’s brother) tried to 
drown me. I was saved by one of my aunties. I can never forget that day. I 
was lucky that god saved me else I would have surely died that day. I 
came back from the village and have never gone back. I am very scared 
after this.  
  
This incident highlighted the cruel mentality of some people towards the 
girl child. In spite of increasing literacy levels and media penetration, new 
legislation banning sonographic sex determination and female foeticide, 
discrimination against girls is still prevalent in many sections of Indian society. 
There is a persistent and evident preference for boys over girls.  This is due to 
various cultural aspects and is commonly seen even in educated and rich classes 
of Indian society.  The boys are expected to provide an income for their families 
and thus are valued for financial purposes.  Another factor that influences male 
preference is the concern that daughters will be unable to take care of their own 
parents because they will be married into a new family. 
 Families in India, whether Hindu or Muslim, lower or upper class/caste, 
are preoccupied with their reputation and honour (Abraham and Kumar 1999; 
Abraham 2003; Chakraborty 2010). Women, especially young girls, are seen as 
keepers of family honour, and must behave in a manner that is acceptable to the 
wider society. During one of the group discussions the children were discussing 
about Ritu (17 years old), one of the oldest girls in the Lake Centre. She had been 
in the midst of her tenth standard and was performing well in school, when she 
232 
 
fell into the company of an older boy living in the same slum. She knew her 
parents would not approve of the alliance and she ran away from her home and 
got married. Unfortunately within a month, due to a cooking fire-accident – she 
suffered extensive burns and required lengthy medical care during which her 
husband ran away. The girl now depends on her mother for all her requirements. 
The outcome of the discussion, to which both the boys and girls agreed, was that 
girls should always think of their family’s reputation. They should not leave home 
without permission from parents, they should help in household chores and look 
after their younger siblings. They should not smoke, drink and get involved in a 
physical relationship before marriage. However, in my study I didn’t explore 
female or male sexuality and conduct in detail. Some of the older girls and boys 
spoke to me about having a boyfriend/girlfriend but never discussed their 
relationship. Girls were more comfortable talking about their work, family and 
aspirations and therefore I never probed into this matter in detail. In my study, I 
observed that girls were given more responsibility with regards to household 
matters compared to the boys. Their movement was also restricted because of the 
perceived danger on the street and also stereotypical notions about women’s 
conduct in society. This was quite evident from the concern that Mitali’s (11 
year’s old) grandmother’s had for her. She would visit the Centre often and 
accompanied Mitali most of the time. Once in conversation she mentioned had 
Mitali been a boy then she would not have been worried.  
Given the difficulties of their daily life and the issues of shame and honour 
intricately linked to their state of being, the pavement- and slum-dwelling children 
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continually seek ways to change their lives. The graph below shows the children’s 
responses when they were asked about their desires using the sentence completion 
tool. 
 
Figure 13: Things that I Wish I Could Do 
 
Around 41% of children stated that they wanted to help their family members, 
especially their mother. Children had the desire to build homes for their parents 
(this has been discussed in chapter 3), buy new clothes for their mother, protect 
their mother and siblings from domestic violence, help their father to overcome 
234 
 
alcohol addiction, take their parents to Puri59
My  ma (mother) works hard for me and my bon (sister). When she comes 
back home I see how tired she is. I try to help her by cooking. But I know 
this is not the solution. I have to work hard and get a job so that she can 
stay at home and take a rest. I have never seen her wearing a new saree
 for holidays, not allow their 
grandmother to beg in front of the temple, and earn more to contribute to the 
family. In the children’s diary entries, the desire to support their parents was 




She wears old sarees which she gets from her employer’s house. I want to 
fulfil all her sapno (dreams). 
More than a quarter of interviewed children (27%) wanted either to go to 
school or continue their formal education. Formal education is one of the avenues 
that children consider has the potential to change their life. The value placed on 
school education, as a path toward a better life, stems from the children’s 
exposure to formal schooling, where they are taught that education is directly 
linked to a brighter future. NGOs with programmes for poor children also 
emphasize formal education as a tool for ‘rehabilitating’ these children, and for 
this reason encourage them to attend the informal education classes they offer as 
an entry point that might lead to formal education in the future. The experience of 
seeing other children going to school directly influences the children’s desire to 
go to school in the hope of a better future. This perception is evident in the 
children’s diaries and poems. For example, Bina’s (12 year old) poem, published 
                                                 
59 Puri is a city in Orissa, one of the states in eastern India. It is also known as Jagannath Puri after 
the 11th century Jagannath temple located in the city. It is a famous pilgrimage place for Hindus. 
60 A Saree is an unstichted and uncut, rectangular piece of cloth worn by women in the Indian sub-
continent since ages. It is usually four to nine yards in length and drapped in various styles. 
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in Vikramshila (NGO) monthly magazine, illustrates her happiness at going to a 
school.  
Big Big Light 
 
A small small school for small small children, 
Coming to which takes away the worry of mummy and daddy, 
Bringing small small books we walk to it, 
It is here we have our lunch, 
More than studies we also learn singing and dancing, 
Children go back home sharp at two wearing their torn torn clothes, 
Coming back to school in their torn torn clothes, 
The big big teachers see the clothes and feel sad, 
Give us their hands with a big big smile, 
Nabadisha lights a big big light in our small small heart. 
 
Children’s desires to attend school and get jobs are inspired by stories of 
some of the older students who have managed to secure jobs with the civic police. 
Children’s progress in getting jobs increases their influence in the community. 
The stories of Jagat and Shilpa are examples of children’s accomplishment. They 
both had to discontinue their schooling after passing Standard Eight but their 
struggle has earned them respect in their community and at the Nabadisha 
Centres. They both got jobs with the police after finishing Standard Eight. 
Jagat, who is now 20 years old, narrated his experience: 
We migrated from Bihar, the neighbouring state to West Bengal. My 
family consists of my parents and five siblings. My father worked as a 
rickshaw puller and my mother as a domestic help in Kalighat. I joined 
Nabadisha in 2002 when I was ten years old. I was admitted to a formal 
school after one year in standard two. In 2005, my father met with an 
accident and lost both his legs. Due to this my father had to stop working. 
The responsibility for my family fell on my shoulders as I am the eldest 
one. I started to work in a fruit shop. It became difficult for me to continue 
my studies. I remember sleeping for two to three hours a day. That was a 
difficult phase in my life. My mother supported me the most. She worked 
in four houses. My sisters also started to work. With support from my 
family and friends I finished Standard Eight. At that time Kolkata police 
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was hiring civic police. I was approached through Nabadisha Centre. I 
applied for the position and was immediately hired. My job was to assist 
the traffic police. After working for seven months I was employed full 
time in the police. Although I had to discontinue my studies I managed to 
get a good job. This job has changed my family’s situation. Now we live 
in a better place. I have enrolled my younger brothers and sisters in 
school. All the children and teachers at the Centre respect me and listen to 
me. I hope to pass the 10th Board Exam in a few more years. 
 
Around 17% of the children said that they wanted to do something for 
their friends. This included taking care of friends when they are ill, resolving their 
friend’s family problems, going to Digha beach together, not to fight with them, 
and to buy gifts for their friends. Their close bonds of friendship have been 
discussed in Chapter Four. Around 12% of the children wanted to fulfil their 
passion. Some of these included learning to swim, learning to dance, dancing with 
some of the famous Hindi and Bengali films heroes and heroines, participating in 
popular music and dance reality competitions telecast on TV, travelling to cities 
such as Mumbai, Delhi, and Rajasthan, flying in an aeroplane, and becoming rich. 
In spite of living in proximity to a religious pilgrimage site, and deriving direct 
and indirect benefits from the temple, only 1% of the children stated that they 
wanted to engage in religious work.  
It is interesting to note how the children have created their own life-world 
which is quite distinct from the adult world. The concepts of ‘honour’, ‘shame’ 
and ‘desire’ through which the children assess their daily life activities, provides 
meaning to their lives based on their own understanding of the world.  
For instance, girls considered working as domestic helpers as being 
shameful and embarrassing and did not want to pursue this type of work in the 
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future. Their mothers, however, who worked as domestic helpers did not consider 
it to be shameful. For them, this occupation had helped them earn money and 
enabled them to support their children. The young girls, who admitted the 
financial independence it provided, felt more conscious of their image in society. 
For example, there were three girls who would routinely excuse themselves from 
the centre for half-an-hour regularly with vague excuses for their absence. It was 
only though their friends that I later discovered that they would go to wash dishes 
at someone’s house.  
Another point where children differed from their parents was with their 
view regarding alcohol intake. Most of the children’s fathers were alcohol abusers 
which often led to domestic violence. Both boys and girls were against alcohol 
consumption with the older boys claiming that although they had experienced 
drinking alcohol, they didn’t desire to continue drinking regularly. The older girl 
participants strongly denied drinking alcohol, but some of the girls confessed to 
having smoked a few times.  When children were asked about shameful acts or 
things that they wish to do in the sentence completion method, the majority of 
them responded that they wanted to ban alcohol or to help their father to escape 
from this addiction.  
It is quite evident that the children have formed these opinions based on 
their interactions with various individuals in different settings. Their ideas were 
also influenced by their educational endeavours both at Nabadisha Centre and at 
their formal school. They also interacted with volunteers who guided them with 
their problems, such as the formation of the group ‘Prayasam’ where children 
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would discuss their social life. The presence of police officers and senior students 
who were currently working as teachers, civic police etc. motivated them to have 
higher aspirations in life. Films which the children were very fond of also affected 
their view points. Apart from the fun children had watching movies, they 
appeared to take to heart the smoking caution message shown before movie 
screenings.   
7.3 The Role of NGOs in Children’s Lives 
 
It is interesting to explore the Nabadisha Centre and how the children view it in 
relation to their present and future.  A majority of the pavement- and slum-living 
children make efforts to take full advantage of the opportunities that could help 
them in their lives, and they view such NGOs as an easily accessible avenue of 
possible support for them. The Nabadisha Centre offers non-formal education 
classes, after which children could be streamlined to the formal education system 
in government or private schools. For those children that enrolled in government 
schools, in spite of the exemption of school fees, they still faced multiple 
challenges including the need to buy books, stationary and school uniforms. 
These miscellaneous costs remained a tough challenge for the families. Although 
NGOs would encourage enrolment in government schools and even facilitate 
admission by helping parents to arrange documents, due to their limited financial 
resources the NGOs were not able to help in this respect. The NGOs depended on 
foreign donors and the government for financial support and could provide some 
amount to cover a child’s educational expenses for a year or two, but would not 
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be able to offer any commitment for continued assistance.  One such incident was 
narrated to me by Shyam (16 years old): 
 I am studying in a government boy’s school. My baba (father) is not 
physically fit. Ma (mother) is the sole earning member of our family. She 
works as a kajer lok (domestic help). It is hard for her to buy me books. So 
I depend on the NGO to provide me the necessary books for my 10th 
Standard exam. Initially they gave me some money to buy books. After 
four months of my study they stopped the financial assistance, citing lack 
of resources. I cannot rely on them wholly. I am worried about my future 
education. 
 
The older children, who had more experience of pavement and slum life, had a 
greater awareness of the limitations of the NGOs, and tended to be more realistic 
in their expectations of them. They appreciated the remedial classes at the Centre 
the most and were desirous of courses teaching vocational skills that could 
generate income for them and be most useful to them in their efforts to change 
their lives.  
In accordance with the needs of the older children, Vikramshila, the NGO 
in charge of the Nabadisha Centre, designed a programme in computer education 
and teacher training. Some of the alumni were then employed to teach the 
younger children. Both younger and older children were most keen to learn 
computer skills. However, due to the limitation of having just one computer for 
more than 80 children, many of the children lost interest. Some children found 
problems coping with work, education, and learning other skills all at once and 
had to quit after two or three months 
As highlighted in earlier chapters, most children had a positive view of the 
NGOs and regularly used the services they provided such as non-formal education 
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classes, vocational courses, midday meals, saving schemes, clothes, health care 
and recreation, but also as a place where they could relax and meet friends. Most 
significantly, children felt that NGOs were sympathetic towards them and 
therefore, they were considered as places where children could go in times of 
trouble. Whenever children faced any problems or needed any kind of help, they 
approached the NGOs operating in their locality. During the course of my 
fieldwork I observed children bringing their friends for non-formal education 
classes, seeking the help of the NGO staff if their family were facing any crisis, 
and bringing their sick friends for health check-ups. I heard many similar stories 
from the NGO staff I worked with. Although most of the children I observed 
tended to associate themselves with one particular NGO, throughout the period of 
my fieldwork there was fluid movement of children from one NGO to another. 
The reasons behind such shifts were a lack of certain services, better food, or 
because they had found friends at another one.  
Nabadisha Centre attracted a large number of children. One of the most 
important features for children was that they were allowed to use the premises at 
their own convenience. Children who had worked late night could come to the 
Centre to sleep. Those children who sell trinkets used the Centre for keeping their 
stuff safely. The staff of Nabadisha Centre proactively visited the pavement and 
nearby slums regularly, interacted with the children and pointed out to them the 
benefits of coming to the Centre. Once the children started coming to the Centre 
regularly, they were assigned different tasks by the staff, such as cleaning the 
utensils after the midday meal, cleaning the Centre or buying foodstuffs for the 
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Centre. Some children continued to use the Centre, whereas others leave it after 
some time. Sometimes, children felt restricted by the prohibitions imposed on 
them by the NGOs. Some children would migrate to their village for more than 
six months which resulted in their dropping out from formal school. The NGO 
staff would usually criticize such acts. Children had to participate in the NGOs 
activities such as singing or dancing on the foundation day or days when foreign 
or local visitors would come to the Centre, and also attend Road Safety Week. 
This resulted in children losing their earnings and absenteeism from formal 
schools. At times, children were also very critical about the NGO when the food 
and clothes given to them by the staff were of  low quality. Although children 
generally acknowledged the NGOs for the services they provided, they were also 




The pavement- and slum-delling children assessed their daily lives based on their 
ideas of garvo (honour), lajja (shame) and iccha (desire). They have categorized 
some of their life events as honourable. These included their work through which 
they could contribute to their family and also spend on themselves; educational 
endeavours specially progression in formal schools, performing well in their class 
and selection of their poems or articles for publication in NGO magazine. They 
were very proud of their initiative ‘prayasam’ whose goal was to help each other 
without interference from parents or any other adult members. This initiative was 
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not just for their personal problems but also to work collectively for improving 
their community. Although children considered working to be an important aspect 
of their lives but the nature of work and sometimes the situation in which it was 
carried out was a matter of shame for them. Children were also shameful about 
their living conditions and also some of their family problems such as domestic 
violence and alcohol abuse. In spite of the problems that children faced, they were 
hopeful about their future. They desired to help their family members, complete 
their school education and fulfil their passion. Children wanted to improve their 
future by the support of family members, friends, NGOs and the community. 
They were aware that NGOs played an important role in their daily lives. 
NGOs see the children as a vulnerable group that needs to be rehabilitated 
from their present life while children do not necessarily feel that they need 
rehabilitation but rather see the NGOs as a source of support and assistance. In 
spite of these varying perspectives, these NGOs are overall perceived to be 
beneficial organisations whose aid is always welcomed by the children and their 
families.   
 The manner in which the children imagine their future, make efforts to 
change their life and evaluate the NGOs, points to their capacity for critical 
reflection. In addition to the importance they give to honour and shame, their 
capacity to reflect on their current situation, their desire to assist their parents and 
to make plans for their future all show a deep sense of maturity among them, 
which is often not seen in children who are well provided for. However, in urban 
society, pavement- and slum-living children continue to be stereotyped as a social 
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problem which needs to be addressed. Their maturity and sense of responsibility 
tells a different story of these children, who try to make the best of their lives 
even though living in adverse conditions. Remarkably, due to the presence of their 
parents and assistance from NGOs and government bodies, these children 
demonstrate to a large extent a normal childhood, in spite of their deprivation - 




























This thesis has aimed to understand the everyday lives of the pavement- and 
slum-dwelling children of Kolkata. Most of the research on children in India has 
categorised them into problem groups, giving them terms such as ‘street children’, 
‘child labourer’, ‘slum children’. ‘trafficked children’ or ‘children of sex 
workers’. These labels focus on just one aspect of their situation, ignoring the 
multiple dimensions of their lives. In order better to understand the lived realities 
of their lives from their own perspectives, I chose to use a rights-based 
participatory approach in my research. The multiple research tools helped me to 
gather information based on children’s preferred ways of communicating their 
ideas and feelings. I was able to engage and communicate with the children by 
building a relationship of trust and mutual respect.  
Through my study, I learnt that in spite of living in adverse conditions the 
pavement- and slum-dwelling children were leading a relatively ‘normal’ 
childhood, combining education, work and play and enjoying the support of their 
family members. The children shared very strong bonds within their families, 
particularly with their mothers, who played a central role in their lives and were 
sources of food, security, protection and education. Children shared some of the 
responsibilities of the household with their mothers. They also had strong 
relationships with their peers who would provide them with money or food when 
they needed it, and with whom they could share each other’s personal problems. 
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Children shared good relationships with other adult stakeholders such as police 
personnel, NGO workers and owners of the shops outside which they lived or 
worked. They would use these relationships for their own or their friends’ benefit. 
Beyond their families, peers and adult stakeholders, the children demonstrated 
maturity in their concern for their society at large, and many were desirous of 
effecting uplifting changes for society such as providing homes to poor people, or 
improving the sanitary facilities in their localities. 
The Nabadisha Centre played an important role in forming connections 
between children and police personnel, and hence there was less fear of them, a 
greater sense of civic duty and a general lack of crime among these children. 
There were no observed cases of glue sniffing during my fieldwork. The female 
children were taught self-defence classes.  There were extracurricular activities 
such as singing and dancing, inter-centre competitions, sporting activities such as 
cricket and football matches. Some of the girls had attained admission into 
reputed dance academies free of cost. Some boys were receiving further training 
in cricket. Moreover, the Centre was a place where children would meet their 
friends and make new ones, keep their belongings in provided lockers and play 
with toys, receive free mid-day meals and sometimes receive donated clothes and 
stationery items.  
The non-formal education that they received at the Nabadisha Centre 
helped them gain basic literacy but a fixed curriculum was lacking and lessons 
tended to be repetitive. The high student-to-teacher ratio affected the quality of 
education imparted at the Centre. Many of these issues similarly affected the 
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formal schools that some of them attended. The teachers at the Nabadisha Centre 
were tasked with many responsibilities and hence sometimes the children would 
complain about not receiving dedicated support from the Centre. There had been 
instances where children had to drop out from formal school because of acute 
financial crises at home, migration to the village, girls getting married and 
insufficient support from the Centre. The Centre depended on government and 
foreign aid for proper functioning and sometimes it became difficult for them to 
support children due to lack of resources. However, even children who dropped 
out continued to use the Centre for other facilities 
Despite all these difficulties, children were keen to pursue further 
education which they felt would better their family conditions by enabling them to 
obtain better salaried jobs or improved income. Children considered working as 
crucial for the survival of their family, and the majority of them were working 
part-time. In addition to using earned money for household expenses, children 
gained independence by using some of their earnings for their own purposes. 
They would spend some of their money on watching movies, playing videogames, 
buying beauty products, and so on. They gained pride and self-confidence by 
working, and looked down upon those children that did not work or support their 
families.  
Living and working in the Kalighat area was beneficial to some of these 
children and their families as it provided them with easier access to space, food, 
job opportunities and sometimes donations. The locality, being filled with poor 
people, also had many NGOs which children and their families used based on 
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their requirements. The food provided by the Kali temple was also one of the 
biggest reasons for establishing their temporary housing in the vicinity of the 
temple. Most of the participants had initially lived in a slum which had been 
evicted by the police in 2005. Most of the families continued to live in the same 
area by moving onto the pavement to continue to benefit from the advantages of 
the Kalighat area, while some families moved to nearby slums but continued to 
work in the area.  Kalighat provided the children with a strong sense of identity 
because of which they enjoyed the freedom and resources available to them in the 
locality. Moreover, many of them had been staying there since they were little. 
The children of Nabadisha centers organised themselves in groups while 
working or when facing any problems. One such group, ‘Prayasam’, has already 
been described in Chapter 7. They would congregate and attend functions 
collectively such as educational surveys, cleaning of the locality, charity drives, 
etc. Children encountered a multitude of problems both on the pavements and in 
the slums, including the discomfort of sleeping on the pavement, sickness and 
disease, lack of sanitation, the lack of a proper space to sleep during the rainy 
season, poor slum conditions, periodic slum evictions, and lack of woollen clothes 
during winter. Despite the many hardships faced, it is striking that the children 
maintained a capacity to have fun, laugh, and play. The children have similar 
dreams and aspirations to those of any other child; they wish to become 
policemen, doctors, teachers, dancers or sportsmen. Some children were more 
realistic and hoped to become taxi drivers or factory workers.  
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 Children tried to make the best of the situation facing them and did not see 
themselves as a social problem. They wished that the governmental agencies and 
NGOs should try to help them by taking into account their everyday realities and 
not just by enrolling them in non-formal or formal schools without proper support 
and guidance or by giving them small donations. Children were also appreciative 
when their parents were involved in academic matters. 
While responding to the needs of pavement- and slum-dwelling children, 
the relationship between children and their families and communities needs to be 
understood. Critical questions regarding the status of girls and boys and children’s 
rights need to be asked. A dynamic policy framework is needed which ensures 
shared responsibility of governments, non-governmental organizations and civil 
society to mobilize and pool resources to enable fulfillment of children’s rights. 
Government and Non-governmental Organizations must be enabled to address all 
these children’s practical needs, enabling their access to quality education, 
housing and health care and giving the necessary support to their families.  
These economically poor children carry out a significant responsibility for 
their households however constrained they may be by their limited financial 
resources. One of the purposes of this study has been to show that despite these 
constraints, they nonetheless combine their work and education and have 
managed to create their own childhood culture. However, the study does not aim 
to make wider claims that all pavement- and slum-dwelling children in the 
majority world act in such a way, but offers empirical evidence of how pavement- 
and slum-dwelling children who work for their family and live in extreme 
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conditions should not necessarily be perceived only as ‘destitute’, while ignoring 
their ability to lead a decent childhood. It is indeed quite remarkable to observe 
how these widely-perceived ‘ill-fated’ children have managed not to lose out on 
the innocence and joy of childhood while fulfilling their responsibility towards 
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amar: my  
asuk: disease 
asudh: medicine 
baba: father  
bado didi: elder sister 
badi: home  
bichdi Kaaj: dirty work  
bideshi: foreigner  
bustee: slum 
bhabisiya: future  
bodmash: naughty  
bhadro lok: gentleman  
bado babu: police-in-charge  
bhasbhisya: future  
bhalo kaaj: good work  
bon: sister  
boudi: sister-in-law 
bhalo manush: good person  
bhai: brother 
borsha kale: rainy season 
chtoto masi: mother’s younger sister  
chor: thief  chobi: picture  
chele: son  
chapakal: handpump 
chakri: job 
dada: elder brother  
dadu: grandfather  
deshar badi: village house 
didimouni: teacher  
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didi: sister  
dhoni: rich  
gaan: singing 
garvo: honour 
gala-gali: verbal fight  
ganja: marijuana  
gorib poribar: poor family  
gorib manush: poor people 
ghat: steps  
grahok: customer 
iccha: desire  
irshaya: jealous 
jhagda: fight  
jhoota: liar  
kaku: uncle  
angali: Beggar   
kajer lok: domestic help  
kakima: father’s younger brother’s wife  
khabar : food 
kharab lok: ad person  
kharab kaaj: bad work  
kashto: problems  
kobita: poem 
lajja: shame 
ma: mother  
maal: material 
madh: alcohol 
mistris: mason  
mama: mother’s brother  
mara-mari: physical fight  
matir badi: mud house  
269 
 
malik: employer  
mey: daughter  
naach: dance  
padha suna: studying 
pandal: tent  
parjatok: tourist 
pujo: festival  
para: locality  
poribar: family  
parikha: exam  
prabandho: articles 
rasta: road  
rastar baccha: roadside children 
samaj: society 
sundor: beautiful  
shanto jageh: quite place  
sheet kale: winter season 
sapno: dreams 
taka: money  
thakuma: grandmother  










CHILD INFORMATION SHEET 
 
Study Title: Study of Lives of Pavement- and Slum-living Children in Kolkata, 
India 
 
Principal Investigator: Minushree Sharma 
Contact No: 09433411811 (India) 
                 065-83040594 (Singapore) 
Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore 
 
Purpose of the Research: The present study plans to explore the lives of 
pavement-and slum-living children in Kolkata. My aim is to understand the 
relationship of children with family members, peers, other adult members 
such as NGO workers, police, and people in their neighbourhood. I will also 
explore children’s opinion about education and work related practices. This 
study is significant given that very little has been researched on the life of 
such children from their own perspective. The opinion of children is 
important to me in trying to understand about their experiences. 
 
You are invited to participate in a study about children, like yourself, to learn 
from you, in your own words, about what it is like to live on the pavement and 
slum, where you sleep, what kind of work you do, what do u think about 
education, and the facilities available to you and your notion of childhood. 
You will be asked such questions as, what are your problems, what do you 
enjoy the most and how you would like to lead your life in future?  
 
My name is Minushree Sharma, a doctoral student in Department of 
Sociology, National University of Singapore. I am currently working on my 
doctorate and my study is focused on childhood and children with special 
emphasis on pavement-living children. I will also describe this research and 
answer to all your questions. Read the information below and ask questions 
about anything that you don’t understand before deciding whether or not to 
take part in the study.  
 
For those who cannot read, I will now read for you some important 
information about the study and you will be able to ask me any questions 
about anything you don’t understand before deciding whether or not to take 
part in the study. 
 
Description of the study: This study will involve the participation of children 
from the age group of 7-17, including both sexes and there is no restriction 
with regard to region or occupational status. It will also involve participation 
of adult members of society who can be of either sexes and from different 
occupational background. The participants are expected to be in the study for 
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8-9 months starting from January 2010-October 2010. The Duration of my 
present research is 1 year starting from December 2009-December 2010. I plan 
to involve 50-70 children in the study and also interview around 30 adult 
members including NGO workers, parents of the children, government 
officials and general public in the locality.  
 
If you choose to be in the study, you will be interviewed, that is asked a 
number of questions about what kind of things that you experience on the 
pavement and slum. This interview will last about ½-1 hour. It is completely 
your choice whether or not you want to be asked these questions. Also, you 
may choose not to answer any question during the interview, you are free to 
drop out of this study at any time. There is no punishment for not wanting to 
answer a question or for leaving before you complete answering the question. 
If you agree I might visit you more than once. The location and timing will be 
based on your convenience. You will be interviewed only twice if consent is 
obtained for re-contact. 
You will also be asked to draw pictures and maps for instance, how you spend 
your entire day, what kind of activities you do in one whole day, good and bad 
things that happen in your life, and your favourite places. You will have to 
explain those pictures/maps to me. Those of you who can read and write will 
be encouraged to produce essays and diaries related to your experience with 
regard to work, education and family relationships. You will also be asked to 
participate in some of the research tools in which you have to answer some 
questions such as who you love the most, your happiest and saddest memory, 
and what do u intend to be in future. In addition, I will observe your activities 
in and outside the classroom.  
 
I will also collect name, age, gender and contact information from you for 
future correspondence. However, providing name is entirely optional. 
 
Confidentiality: As a researcher I will keep all the information collected for my 
doctoral project. I will be very careful not to let other people know about it. 
This means that I will be the only person able to look at the answers to the 
questions that I get from you. Wherever required I will use a false name to 
protect the identity of the participant. I will also lock all the other information 
collected from the study in a cupboard, and I will be the only one holding the 
keys to the cupboard. Again, false names will be used in place of your name 
so that no one will be able to tell who you are or what you said to keep your 
information protected. Identifiable information will not be used in any 
publication or presentation.  
 
All the data collated will be stored in my computer, notebooks and personal 
diary. I only will have access to the data. After completion of my research the 
data will be destroyed. 
 
Potential Risks: The only possible problem with answering the questions I 
ask is that maybe discussing certain questions, such as recent problems you 
are going through may make you angry, or sad. If this happens, I will give 
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you time to regain composure, and let you know that you need not discuss 
questions that caused you discomfort.  
 
You will not be reimbursed for being in the study. However, I will provide the 
necessary stationary (Crayons, pencils, pen, Drawing paper, notebook) to you 
during interviews and discussions.  
 
Potential Benefits: There is no direct benefit to you by participating in this 
research. The knowledge gained will benefit the public in future. The good 
thing about being in this study (that is agreeing to let me interview you) is 
that you get a chance to talk about yourself- about your life on the pavement 
and slum, your relationship, fear and also moments that you enjoy the most. 
If you would like a copy of what I write about what I have learned from the 
study I will be happy to give you one. 
 
Voluntary Participation: Again, you do not have to answer any questions that 
you do not wish to answer, and may drop out of the study anytime by 
informing me and all the data collected from you will be discarded 
immediately. You can refuse to draw, paint, write essays, share your timetable 
without any negative consequences. 
 
Further Questions and Concerns: if you have any questions about this study 
you may call me at this no 09433411811 or Email me minushree@nus.edu.sg. 
 
For an independent opinion regarding the research and the right of the 
research participants, you may contact a staff member of the National 
University of Singapore Institutional Review Board (Attn. Mr Chan Tuck Wai, 





CHILD ASSENT FORM 
 
Project Title: Study of Lives of Pavement- and Slum- living Children in 
Kolkata, India 
Principal Investigator: Minushree Sharma 
Contact No: 09433411811 (India) 
                 065-83040594 (Singapore) 
Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore 
 
 
I hereby acknowledge that: 
 
1. I have agreed to take part in the above research. 
2. I have received a copy of this information sheet that explains the objectives 
and nature of this research. I understand its contents and agree to participate 
in this research. 
3. I can withdraw from the research at any point of time by informing the 
principal investigator and all my data will be discarded. 
4. I accept to be interviewed for second time [Yes] [No] 
5. I will not have any rights to any commercial benefits that result from this 
research. 

























PARENTAL INFORMATION SHEET 
 
Study Title: Study of Lives of Pavement- and Slum-living Children in Kolkata, 
India 
 
Principal Investigator: Minushree Sharma 
Contact No: 09433411811 (India) 
                 065-83040594 (Singapore) 
Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore 
 
 
Purpose of the Research: The present study plans to explore the social reality 
of the lives of pavement- and slum-living children in Kolkata. My aim is to 
understand the nature of relationship and support networks among children 
and also their interaction with family members, peers, other adult members 
such as NGO workers, police, and people in their neighbourhood. I will also 
explore children’s opinion about education and work related practices. This 
study is significant given that very little has been researched on the life of 
such children from their own perspective. The opinion of children is 
important to me in trying to understand about their experiences. 
 
Your child is being asked to take part in a research study on the experiences 
of children regarding work, education and other aspects of their lives. I am 
asking you to decide if you are willing to allow your child to participate in this 
study.  
 
My name is Minushree Sharma, a doctoral student in Department of 
Sociology, National University of Singapore. I am currently working on my 
doctorate and my study is focused on childhood and children with special 
emphasis on pavement and slum-living children. I will also describe this 
research and answer to all your questions. Read the information below and 
ask questions about anything that you don’t understand before deciding 
whether or not to take part in the study.  
 
For those who cannot read, I will now read for you some important 
information about the study and you will be able to ask me any questions 
about anything you don’t understand before deciding whether or not to let 
your child take part in the study. 
 
Description of the study: This study will involve the participation of children 
from the age group of 7-17, including both sexes and there is no restriction 
with regard to region or occupational status. It will also involve participation 
of adult members of society who can be of either sexes and from different 
occupational background. The participants are expected to be in the study for 
8-9 months starting from January 2010-October 2010. The Duration of my 
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present research is 1 year starting from December 2009-December 2010. I plan 
to involve 50-70 children in the study and also interview around 30 adult 
members including NGO workers, parents of the children, government 
officials and general public in the locality.  
 
If you agree to allow your child to participate in the study, I, the researcher 
will conduct an interview with him/her that will last approximately ½-1 hour. 
The interviews will look at the experiences of children, their relationship and 
also ways of dealing with situations in life. The children will be visited more 
than once based on the requirement of the study and also on their 
convenience location and time will be decided. The maximum number of 
times your child will be interviewed for the research is twice.  
 
Your child will also be asked to draw pictures/maps and the interpretation of 
these pictures will be given by children only. These pictures and maps will 
help to understand their life in a better way. Those children who can read and 
write will be encouraged to produce their essays and diaries. Moreover, I will 
observe children’s activities in and outside the classroom. You can refuse to 
give consent for not performing any of these activities. 
 
I will also collect name, age, gender and contact information of your children 
for future correspondence with them. However, providing name is entirely 
optional. 
 
Confidentiality: As a researcher I will keep all the information collected for my 
doctoral project. I will be very careful not to let other people know about it. 
This means that I will be the only person able to look at the answers to the 
questions that I get from the children and you. Wherever required I will use a 
false name to protect the identity of the participants. I will also lock all the 
other information collected from the study in a cupboard, and I will be the 
only one holding the keys to the cupboard. Again, false names will be used in 
place of children’s name so that their identity is protected. Identifiable 
information will not be used in any publication or presentation. All the data 
collated will be stored in my computer, notebooks and personal diary. I only 
will have access to the data. After completion of my research the data will be 
destroyed. 
 
Potential Risks: There do not seem to be any risk in getting involved in the 
study. Some of the questions may make your child uncomfortable and he/she 
do not need to answer those questions. Your child will have the right to 
choose to skip (leave out) any questions or not answer any questions that will 
make him/her feel sad /uncomfortable or for any other reason can drop out 
of the study at any time. If your child does not wish to draw or write or 
participate in any of the research tool, he/she will be allowed to withdraw. If 
your child becomes angry or upset during the interview, I will give him/her 
time to regain composure, and I will tell him/her that they need not discuss 




Children will not be reimbursed for being in the study. However, I will 
provide the necessary stationary (Crayons, pencils, pen, Drawing paper, 
notebook) to your children during activities.  
 
Potential Benefits: There is no direct benefit to the children for participating 
in this research. The knowledge gained will benefit the public in future. The 
good thing about being in this study is that your child will get an opportunity 
to talk about their experiences. They can freely share about their fears, 
happiness and requirements in life. 
 
Voluntary Participation and the Right to Withdraw: participation by your 
child is voluntary (that is it is not something he/she has to do). You may 
refuse to give permission for your child to be in the study, and you can 
withdraw your permission any time. Also, your child has right to drop out of 
the study at any time. In addition, your child has right not to answers any 
question or participate in any activity that he/she does not want to without 
any punishment or negative consequences. Your child can refuse to draw, 
paint, write essays, share their timetable  without any negative consequences. 
  
Further Questions and Concerns: if you have any questions about this study 
you may call me at this no 09433411811 or Email me minushree@nus.edu.sg.  
 
For an independent opinion regarding the research and the right of the 
research participants, you may contact a staff member of the National 
University of Singapore Institutional Review Board (Attn. Mr Chan Tuck Wai, 






Parental Consent Form 
 
Study Title: Study of Lives of Pavement- and Slum-living Children in Kolkata, 
India 
 
Principal Investigator: Minushree Sharma 
Contact No: 09433411811 (India) 
                 065-83040594 (Singapore) 
Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore 
 
 
I hereby acknowledge that: 
 
1. I have agreed to allow my child to take part in the above research. 
2. I have received a copy of this information sheet that explains the objectives 
and nature of this research. I understand its contents and agree that my child 
can participate in this research. 
3. My child can drop out of the research at any point of time by informing the 
principal investigator and all the data will be discarded. 
4. I will not have any rights to any commercial benefits that result from this 
research. 
5. I also agree that I will not derive monetary or other benefits from this 
research. 
6. I and/or my child(ren) may be re-contacted only twice in the future for this 
research project: 




















PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
(For NGO workers, Government officials and other adult 
members) 
 
Study Title: Study of Lives of Pavement- and Slum-living Children in Kolkata, 
India 
 
Principal Investigator: Minushree Sharma 
Contact No: 09433411811 (India) 
                 065-83040594 (Singapore) 
Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore 
 
Purpose of the Research: The present study plans to explore the social 
realities of the lives of pavement- and slum-living children in Kolkata. My aim 
is to understand the nature of relationship and support networks among 
children and also their interaction with family members, peers and other adult 
members of society such as NGO workers, police, and people in their 
neighbourhood. I will also explore children’s opinion about education and 
work related practices. This study is significant given that very little has been 
researched on the life of such children from their own perspective. The 
opinion of children is important to me in trying to understand about their 
experiences. 
 
You are invited to participate in a study about pavement- and slum-living 
children and learn about childhood and various aspects of their lives through 
your experiences with them. My name is Minushree Sharma, a doctoral 
student in Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore. I am 
currently working on my doctorate and my study is focused on childhood and 
children with special emphasis on pavement- and slum-living children. I will 
also describe this research and answer to all your questions. Read the 
information below and ask questions about anything that you don’t 
understand before deciding whether or not to take part in the study.  
 
For those who cannot read, I will now read for you some important 
information about the study and you will be able to ask me any questions 
about anything you don’t understand before deciding whether or not to take 
part in the study. 
 
Description of the study: This study will involve the participation of children 
from the age group of 7-17, including both sexes and there is no restriction 
with regard to region or occupational status. It will also involve participation 
of adult members of society who can be of either sexes and from different 
occupational background. The participants are expected to be in the study for 
8-9 months starting from January 2010-October 2010. The Duration of my 
present research is 1 year starting from October 2009-March 2010. I plan to 
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involve 50-70 children in the study and also interview around 30 adult 
members including NGO workers, parents of the children, government 
officials and general public in the locality.  
 
If you choose to be in the study, you will be interviewed, that is asked a 
number of questions about children and their way of living. This interview 
will last about 1-2 hour. It is completely your choice whether or not you want 
to be asked these questions. Also, you may choose not to answer any question 
during the interview, you are free to drop out of this study at any time. If you 
agree I might visit you more than once. The location and timing will be based 
on your convenience. You will be interviewed a maximum of 2 times if 
consent is obtained for re-contact. 
 
I will also collect name, age, gender, educational background, occupational 
status and contact information from you for future correspondence. However, 
providing name is entirely optional. 
 
Confidentiality: As a researcher I will keep all the information collected for my 
doctoral project. I will be very careful not to let other people know about it. 
This means that I will be the only person able to look at the answers to the 
questions that I get from you. Wherever required I will use a false name to 
protect the identity of the participants. I will also lock all the other 
information collected from the study in a cupboard, and I will be the only one 
holding the keys to the cupboard. Again, false names will be used in place of 
your name so that no one will be able to tell who you are or what you said to 
keep your information protected.  
 
Potential Risks: The only possible problem with answering the questions I 
ask is that maybe discussing certain questions about children’s life or some 
experiences that you had might make you angry or sad. If this happens, I will 
give you time to regain composure, and let you know that you need not 
discuss questions that caused you discomfort. You will not be reimbursed for 
being in the study. 
 
Potential Benefits: There is no direct benefit to you by participating in this 
research. The knowledge gained will benefit the public in future. The good 
thing about being in this study (that is agreeing to let me interview you) is 
that you get a chance to talk about children and your opinion and concerns on 
children and childhood. If you would like a copy of what I write about what I 
have learned from the study I will be happy to give you one. 
 
 
Voluntary Participation: Again, you do not have to answer any questions that 
you do not wish to answer, and may drop out of the study anytime by 





Further Questions and Concerns: if you have any questions about this study 
you may call me at this no 09433411811 or Email me minushree@nus.edu.sg. 
 
For an independent opinion regarding the research and the right of the 
research participants, you may contact a staff member of the National 
University of Singapore Institutional Review Board (Attn. Mr Chan Tuck Wai, 






Study Title: Study of Lives of Pavement and Slum-living Children in Kolkata, 
India 
 
Principal Investigator: Minushree Sharma 
Contact No: 09433411811 (India) 
                 065-83040594 (Singapore) 
Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore 
 
I hereby acknowledge that: 
 
1. I have agreed to take part in the above research. 
2. I have received a copy of this information sheet that explains the objectives 
and nature of this research. I understand its contents and agree to participate 
in this research. 
3. I can withdraw from the research at any point of time by informing the 
principal investigator and all my data will be discarded. 
4. I accept to be interviewed for second time [Yes] [No] 
5. I accept to be cited by name in report and publications emerging from this 
study [Yes] [No] 
6. I will not have any rights to any commercial benefits that result from this 
research. 
7. I also agree that I will not derive monetary or other benefits from this 
research. 
8. I may be re-contacted in the future for this research project: 












































































































































































Picture showing document prepared by Nabadisha teachers to facilitate admission 














Picture showing making of clay statue of Goddess Kali (picture taken by child 
participant)  
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